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The work of Appalachian musician Hazel Dickens sheds light on many of the musical and
cultural changes in our country. Dickens used her music as a voice for the disadvantaged,
advocating for improvements in the lives of miners, working-class people, and women, and
pushing for all to be treated equally. A wonderful songwriter, performer, and overall musician,
Dickens saw her career, music, and beliefs as inextricably linked, and so this thesis will explore
her leadership by analyzing her songs and her history.
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NOTES:

Ms. Dickens passed away on April 22, 2001, after the submission of this thesis.
She will be greatly missed, and while I regret that I will not have the chance to interview her
further, she leaves behind a powerful body of work, a record of old struggles and old music, and
an inspiration for future generations.
I would like to note that, unless otherwise indicated, all of the lyrics in this paper are printed with
the same grammar and spacing that Hazel Dickens used when laying them out in the book
Working Girl Blues. I deferred to her judgment unless the lyrics that I needed were not found in
that book, for which cases I used my best judgment.
In this case, as others, I have tried to respect Dickens' intent. She certainly does not need any
help getting her point across, but I believe that the ways that she has chosen to present her lyrics
should be honored here.
Also, while my opportunities to interview Hazel Dickens were curtailed this spring, due to her
health and her schedule, I do look forward to pursuing this research further. I know that I have
but scratched the surface of her character and her work. This paper feels far from finished-there
are more songs that I would like to discuss, more details that I would like to pursue, and a few
unfinished projects that will hopefully be released posthumously, as they will doubtlessly add to
her great legacy.
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A: INTRODUCTION

"Protest songs date back centuries and cross every cultural and musical genre, lending a voice to
those oppressed by societal problems, brutal labor practices or political conflict and war. When a
song becomes symbolic of a particular social struggle, it transforms into an agent of change in
itself, helping to build strength of purpose in its participants, steeling them for struggles that are
often long and brutal." 1

The music and activism of Hazel Dickens sheds light on many of the musical and cultural
changes in our country. An Appalachian folk artist from rural West Virginia, she is respected for
her songwriting and her politics, both of which were groundbreaking for a female musician in
her relatively conservative genre. Her name is not well known outside the genre, though many of
her songs are, such as "Black Lung" and "Mama's Hand," and she has been active in the music
scene since the 1960s. Rather than pursuing fame, Dickens has composed, recorded, and
performed songs that she considers to be important. These high standards inform her creative
process, since she will write a song only if she feels compelled to share an important story.2
Dickens was influential during a time of great social and musical change, pushing the boundaries

Heather West, "Working Girl Blues by Hazel Dickens, Bill C. Malone," review of Working
Girl Blues: The Life and Music ofHazel Dickens, by Hazel Dickens and Bill C. Malone, Pop
Matters, last modified June 11, 2008, http://www.popmatters.com/pm/ review/working-girl
blues-by-hazel-dickens-bill-c-malone. Hereafter cited as West, "Working Girl Blues."
2
Michelle Nikolai, Coal Mining, Womanhood and Scars From Old Loves, CMT News,
http://www.cmt.com/news/country-music/1472442/coal-mining-womanhood-and-scars-from-old
loves.jhtml. Hereafter cited as Nikolai, "Coal Mining."
1
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of women's roles and promoting social change and justice, but her leadership and her music are
still relevant, and her push for equality and social justice still rings true.
This paper will show how many of the social changes in the United States were both
encouraged and reflected through Hazel Dickens' music and cultural leadership. Musically, she
impacted the social norms and climate of the genres in which she performed, such as bluegrass,
mountain, and old-time music, as a single female singing about women's issues and by living her
own lifestyle. Politically, she lived for her causes, involved with the struggles of poor,
marginalized, and unseen Americans after having emerged from anonymity herself. My intention
in this paper will be to show how Hazel Dickens, this relatively low-profile musician, was able to
do innovative things musically and socially with such great success.
This thesis is an in-depth exploration of the life and music of Hazel Dickens, who is a
prime example of a musician-leader. As displayed by her body of work and her commitment to
social ·causes, Dickens is a leader who can be considered good not only in terms of her morals
but also in terms of her effectiveness. Her staunch refusal to accept the inequalities that she saw
in American culture acts as the backbone of her career. While taking into account her overall
career and history, the majority of this analysis will focus on the music that Dickens wrote
herself, since these songs constitute her independent leadership legacy, and express her unique
personality and values. Understanding her leadership is important, since Dickens' original music
influenced social change, reflected pressing social concerns, and continues to affirm the struggles
of marginalized groups and individuals.
My research for this project will be based upon a historical examination of her formative
political and musical climate, as well as analysis of Dickens' cultural leadership, her music, its
critical reception, and it effectiveness. The book Working Girl Blues: The Life and Music of
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Hazel Dickens has been a particularly valuable resource for me during my research process, for
in this unique biography country music scholar Bill C. Malone briefly outlines Dickens' history,
and Dickens herself presents a number of her songs with explanations for their context,
inspiration, or intent. It was wonderful to have a resource that supported my belief that Dickens
is someone worthy of further study and greater appreciation. Hazel Dickens also was kind
enough to meet with me herself, welcoming me into her home, accepting all of my evening
phone calls, answering my many, questions, and encouraging my research, an opportunity for
which I will forever be grateful. This paper would not have been the same without her personal
insight and gracious assistance.
Hazel Dickens' life offers a valuable and ethical example for leadership studies, and this
thesis will call these contributions to light in a way that they have not yet been examined.
"Dickens' upbringing in coal country, struggles in the city, and outrage at the inequality of her
sex, became classic subjects of some of her greatest songs," and the way that her experiences
translated into leadership and social influence deserves further study. 3 Through her songs,
Dickens has spoken up for the impoverished and marginalized in this country. In the following
sections, I will briefly explain the musical and social histories and contexts that prepared the way
for her work, and then analyze how she used "traditional" music for non-traditional goals,
pushing the boundaries of women's roles by her strong example, and striving to promote social
justice.
Dickens' work is admirable for the ways that she has taken into account the social and
musical contexts within which she worked, and for the grace and dignity she has shown in the
way that she has lived her life. Knowing her history allows us to understand the connections

3

West, "Working Girl Blues."
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between her personal story and the ways that she brought her experiences with inequality into
her work. Her independence and sense of justice is reflected in her progressive treatment of
women's rights. Also, because of Dickens' roots, issues of working-class life and poverty strike
close to home. She had the opportunity to escape these problems that she saw growing up
poverty, inequality, sexism, racism-through celebrity and commercial success, but she chose
instead to use her music to raise awareness and work for change for all. Because Dickens saw her
career, music, and beliefs as inextricably linked, she has spent her life changing her field of
music and affecting and influencing social and cultural changes in the culture of our country.
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B: INTERPRETING INFLUENCE AND AUTHORITY AS LEADERSHIP
The success of a leader depends on her ability to take initiative at the right time in the
right way. With this in mind, Hazel Dickens can surely be recognized as a leader within her
genres of expertise. With her music, she offered solutions and alternatives to the downfalls and
disappointments of modem life. She proves that music is an effective medium for leadership,
choosing to use folk music to reintroduce America to its sometimes overlooked, or forgotten,
musical environment and social realities. Dickens has maintained a respectable, uncompromising
career throughout her life, and been effective in influencing change by taking initiative in
palatable ways.

The Persuasive Power of Music
Music has the ability to motivate and influence people, a phenomenon that is easily
recognizable if difficult to fully explain. Music is a particularly affective and effective leadership
tool, because of its strengths in "languaging" emotions.4 This special ability to touch and arouse
people adds to the power of musician-leaders. Across all social and cultural boundaries, people
have mental, emotional, and physiological reactions to music, difficult though they may be to
explain.5 Given that music is the medium through which Hazel Dickens primarily has led, it is
valuable to consider the influence that this medium has on her messages.
In many way, music functions much like a language. It is a means of expression and
communication. Listening to, and experiencing music is a dynamic process, involving our
4

Carol L. Krumhans, "Music: A Link Between Cognition and Emotion," Current Directions in
Psychological Science 11, no. 2 (April 2002). http://www.jstor.org/stable/20182764. Hereafter
cited as Krumhans, "Music."
5
Ibid, 46.
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thoughts, experiences, expectations, and emotions.6 By signaling our preferences as well as the
way we wish to be perceived, music is visibly used to broadcast identity. We identify with and
immerse ourselves in music, so this makes us vulnerable to its influence. 7 In unique and subtle
ways, music is a medium by which we share information, influence opinions, and target
emotions.
Because music is an emotional "language," it is particularly effective at motivating
people and affecting their opinions, which makes music potentially a powerful tool for
leadership. With music, it is not only the words but also the sounds, the phrasing, and the shapes
that communicate, and these all can manipulate and influence our emotions.8 This makes its
effect on listeners unique, and stands out from other kinds of communication that rely solely on
words.
Yet music is not widely thought of as a powerful motivator, a fact that only adds to its
manipulative influence. "In a rationalized society, music is easily dismissed as an irrational, and
hence, unimportant form of communication," which allows its powerful messages to spread
uncensored. 9 By underestimating the "transforrnative power of musical sound," especially in
protest and folk music, we give even more power to musicians. 10

Ibid, 47.
Nancy S. Love, "'Singing for Our Lives:' Women's Music and Democratic Politics," Hypatia
17, no. 4 (Fall 2002). http://www.jstor.org/stable/3810909. Hereafter cited as Love, "Singing for
Our Lives."
8
Krumhans, "Music," 45.
9
Love, "Singing for Our Lives,"' 77.
10
Ibid, 71.
6

7
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The Power of Celebrity
The influence that musicians have as leaders is unique not only because of these musical
influences but also because of the appeal of celebrity. Musicians have a distinct leadership
platform, based on their prominence as well as their tools. Celebrity musicians-by whom I
mean professional, recorded, and relatively successful artists, such as Hazel Dickens-have two
very distinct leadership advantages. As public figures, their potential for impact is amplified, and
musicians can share their messages with typically non-politicized crowds in ways that other
activists or leaders cannot. Such a public musical platform enables leaders to connect with
diverse audiences. They are in the public eye, with a wider and more permanent audience than
most leaders. Thus, their audiences are not brought together by politics or ideology, but by
common interest in a leader.
Furthermore, songs can achieve a level of permanence, in that they may be replayed or
covered by others and heard across generations. The longevity of Hazel Dickens' message, for
example, heightens the impact of her songs and her public image; so her music has almost taken
on an enduring leadership life of its own. Dickens' songs have been covered by the likes of
Emmylou Harris and Lynn Morris, among others, and will continue to be played and shared long
after her career ends. Musical compositions are lasting, and will continue to "lead" and
influence people even after the original artists cease to perform them. In this way, the impact of a
musician is not bound to a single demographic, time period, or set of circumstances, though their
music may be the product of these factors.
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Music has proven itself to be "a powerful transmitter of social and political messages
both conformist and subversive-throughout recorded history."ll The songs of America in the
1960s, for example, challenged the dominant social order in both overt and subtle ways. The
spread of motivation and momentum through a group can be a powerful for change, and leaders
play an important role in perpetuating an exciting environment that is conducive to change. 12
Using music as a means of spreading information and excitement only adds to the influence of
social movements.

Deconstructing Leadership Myths
There are excellent grounds for considering Hazel Dickens to be such an exceptional
leader. But to do so we must be willing to move past common, misinformed leadership
stereotypes to a richer, more accurate appreciation of leaders and their influence. There are two
dominant misconceptions about leadership that need to be dismantled in particular, at least for
the sake of this case.
The first falsehood is that leaders are born with a certain set of personality traits, skill
sets, or gifts that would predispose them to be good leaders. This assumption that "leaders are
born and not made," is dangerous because it "fosters both self-delusion and irresponsibility." 13
Hazel Dickens is not a leader who displays stereotypical personality traits, yet she has proven

Eric H. Hung, "Music," in Encyclopedia ofLeadership, ed. George R. Goethals, Georgia J.
Sorenson, and James MacGregor Bums (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Reference, 2004), 3: 1051.
Hereafter cited as Hung, "Music."
12
Kelley E. Morrell, "Motivational Contagion," in Encyclopedia ofLeadership, ed. George R.
Goethals, Georgia J. Sorenson, and James MacGregor ijums (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Reference, 2004), 3: 1041.
13
Ronald Heifetz, "Leadership," in Political and Civic Leadership: A Reference Handbook, ed.
Richard A. Couto (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Reference, 2010), 20, Gale Virtual Reference
Library. Hereafter cited as Heifetz, "Leadership."
11
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herself to be an incredibly significant figure. Her influence and her unique personality show that
one is not simply born a leader.
The second myth that Dickens' career debunks is that leaders need to have formal
leadership titles. This idea wrongly conflates leadership with formal authority, "the authority
granted by election or selection to a position." 14 While many leaders operate from specific
positions of power, many other inspirational leaders have found other ways to share their views
and influence followers outside of traditional structures. In distinguishing leadership from
authority, we give credit to the "tremendous influence that people can have without formal
offices, titles, or recognition," and can understand Dickens' leadership better. 15 She may never
have sought a position of power, and would never admit to her own influence, but Hazel Dickens
has proven herself to be a great leader.
Though never a leader with a formally appointed position, Dickens has been highly
inspirational and influential nonetheless. She is an example of a leader who gained power
through her actions and her character, rather than by virtue of a title. Her leadership depended on
soft power, and others followed her of their own volition.
With this in mind, leadership can be understood as "the ability to gain informal authority:
gaining the respect and admiration wi!h which to influence people in informal, persuasive ways
without having to use the coercive mechanisms of formal authority (threats, sanctions, firing, or
force)." 16 People like Dickens, who are admired, followed, and imitated as a result of their
compelling actions and ideas, can have the same impact as traditional leaders, and this kind of
authority is valuable and relevant for leadership scholars as well.

14
15
16

Ibid, 12.
Ibid, 19.
Ibid, 13.
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Historian and philosopher Michel Foucault, in his theories on power, argues that our
personalities and unique identities are "created from the multiple subjectivities arising from the
relations between each individual and various discourses." 17 According to this theory of social
construction, our social influences will influence our goals, values, and desires. Since there is
"nothing essential or biological about. .. authority relations," it is our personal experiences that
shape our expectations of leaders and our behavior as leaders. 18
In light of this theory, we can understand that much of Dickens' success as a leader, and
as an old-time musician, can be attributed to her strategic leadership. Her style, upbringing, and
persona color how she has responded to and led in her unique situations. She has demonstrated a
keen awareness, based on the social circumstances and her own history and strengths, of what
would work for her as a leader.
Finally, Dickens' subtler course of influence has demonstrated that leadership does not
have to be radical: "Leadership for social and political change, then, is mainly not about change.
It is about mobilizing people to... identify what is essential and precious to protect in the
competencies, values, and wisdom of the past." 19 Dickens would never consider herself a
reformist. Instead, confident that it only takes small adjustments to improve how our society
works, Dickens encourages people to adjust to meet the modern needs without disregarding
values of tradition or history. In doing this, we as a culture are able to, "sift through, identify, and
emotionally accept the cultural DNA that must be discarded to meet today's challenges and

17

Shirley Anne Gillett, "Gender and Authority," in Encyclopedia ofLeadership, ed. George R.
Goethals, Georgia J. Sorenson, and James MacGregor Burns (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Reference, 2004), 2: 543.
18
Ibid.
19
Heifetz, "Leadership," 21.

Landers 15
aspirations; and ... run the experimen that will enable the discovery of new ways that can be
married to the old so that people can bring the best of their heritage into the future."20
Ken Irwin, the founder of Rounder Records, who has worked with and closely anaged
Hazel Dickens since 1971, shared with me a story about his first impression of her. Dickens was
performing at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival, playing working class songs, and Irwin says that
the "rare combination" of her causes, her soulful singing and her powerful and expansive
repertoire sparked his interest, and "spoke to [his] hippie radical soul."21 She was playing "great
music, which really got to us emotionally," but it was her combination of this traditional music
with such worthwhile and modem subject matter- "that she was writing and singing about things
that were important to us and to most of the people that we knew at the time,"that really sold
Irwin on this unusual musician, as he tells it. 22
On top of that, Hazel Dickens has been consistently humble, gracious, and accepting
artist throughout her career, and these attitudes are reflected in her subject matter and her lifetime
and body of work. In our very first phone conversation, Dickens recounted a story about sharing
a recent honor with Emmylou Harris, awarded to them from the state of California, and the
practically in the same breath insisted that she could not understand why anyone would write a
thesis on her life.23 The power of her leadership is a direct result of the "worthiness and

20
21

Ibid.
Ken Irwin, telephone interview by author, January 7, 2011. Hereafter cited as I�in, January 7,
2011.
22
Ibid.
23
Hazel Dickens, telephone interview by author, February 3, 2011. Hereafter cited as Dickens,
February 3, 2011.
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attraction of the purpose itself," rather than any impulse on her part to gain attention or to force
upon others.24
her views
.
The Balinese have a phrase, "desa, kala, patra," which is a theme and principle by which
they govern their lives. Everything in Bali is judged on the basis of these thr�e terms. Roughly
translated, it means "time, place, and circumstance," and it means that, when making any
decisions, one must consider what action would be most appropriate for the given setting. This
belief carries over well into our understanding of leadership, and particularly the cultural
leadership of Hazel Dickens.
In so many ways, Dickens has been the right leader for her time, her place, and her
particular circumstance. She has been effective because of her personality, her beliefs, her style,
and the social context in which she worked. As Ken Irwin explained: "She tends to lead by
example rather than getting up on a stump and saying I'm great and I'm gonna lead you to the
Promised Land!" In choosing to lead by example and by supporting people, rather than by
putting herself out front, Dickens has led a life of consistent and admirable ethical effect.
The social effects of Dickens' music are not just happenstance; her music has been
picked up by documentaries, grassroots movements, and other musicians because of its potency.
In bluegrass and union-organizing circles, she is a legendary figure, although she has never had
significant radio play or commercial success, because of her musical excellence, social integrity,
and consistent leadership. We cannot underestimate the legitimacy and respect that she earned by

24

Gill Robinson Hickman, "Invisible Leadership," in Encyclopedia ofLeadership, ed. George
R. Goethals, Georgia J. Sorenson, and James MacGregor Burns (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Reference, 2004), 2: 750.
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not pushing her views or her style on anyone else, and by pursuing musical innovations and
greater justice "without regard for [her] own visibility or recognition."25
As a result of her leadership, Hazel Dickens encouraged significant cultural changes. She
was able to phrase modern social reforms in terms of traditional values, and because of this
appealing combination people were able to relate to her. "When someone gains significance in
the hearts of other people and gains formal and informal authority in their eyes, then people
begin to look to that person as a repository of hope and aspiration, as well as their pains."26 She
sets a powerful example by respecting all people, and her music brought truth about the plight of
the common man, of women, of the coal miner, of the South to new audiences.

25
26

Ibid.
Ibid.
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C: OVERVIEW OF DICKENS' SOCIAL CONTEXT

The social context of Hazel Dickens' early career is important to consider, in addition to
the fact that, over the course of her career, there has been consistent social change and also great
social tension in America. Hazel Dickens' career began in the 1960s-1970s, and the music of this
27
time merits special consideration for its emphasis on politics, motivation, and protest. Given

the well-established "socio-political implications" of how musical association functions and how
music persuades, it is important for us to examine the social as well as musical climates in which
Dickens worked. 28

Social Movements and Influences
Dickens' leadership emerged in response to the social problems that she saw around her.
Understanding the explosive environment of the times is vital, since the American people had
been building towards necessary and inevitable changes in the structure and values of our
society. The second-class citizenship experienced by racial minorities, women, and poor workers
was becoming a recognized problem that would require a change in ideology as well as society.
Looking back on the 1960s, however, we can see how the American community began to
emphasize strongly the values of inclusiveness and equality. Dickens' leadership during this
period of American history reflects and offers insight into American social changes, and it is
important to understand this environment in order to appreciate her musical and cultural
leadership.
27

William S. Fox and James D. Williams, "Political Orientation and Music Preferences Among
College Students," The Public Opinion Quarterly 38, no. 3 (Fall 1974), 353,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2748163.
28
Ibid, 352.
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It is impossible to think about America in the Sixties without taking into account its
movements, specifically the counter-culture and the related social movements. Considering the
main anti-war, civil rights, and women's rights movements, the Sixties was a period of
extraordinary change and activism. Coming out of the Second World War, Americans as a whole
seemed to want to settle down and embrace luxury and calm over change. While this was an
understandable reaction, it meant that the next generation grew up very comfortably, with plenty
of freedoms, and bright futures, and yet they were disappointed with the seemingly boring and
stagnant lives expected of them. This generation looked with disgust at the social inequalities
America allowed, disappointed by a clear lack of progress.
Furthermore; after all of the soldiers returned home from war, the women who had
entered the workforce in their absence we no longer needed. Suddenly, they were expected to
return to their former, home-based identities as if nothing had changed. Between this older
generation of women, who had their new sense of autonomy and self-sufficiency shattered, the
growing rejection of racial disparity, and the disillusionment of the youth in general, the country
was aching for change.
There were various ways that people were facilitating change, musically and otherwise.
During this period, a generation of a change-oriented youth, disillusioned with the state of their
country and their own perceived futures, were exposed to and became fluent in unprecedented
methods of mass media. The combination of these two factors-the strain of social tensions and
access to media new -created a somewhat unstable cultural and political environment.
At the same time, mass media allowed for unprecedented access to news, constant
information updates and the expanded communication of ideas. These unsettled Americans could
stay informed about the causes and changes that mattered to them. Footage from the Vietnam
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War could be seen from home television sets. Political decisions were available for all to see.
Word about riots and protests spread like wildfire. At the same time, as discussed, music
emerged as an immediate and accessible means of communication, more powerful and enduring
than before. Meanwhile, the nation had begun to hold regional and cultural diversity in high
esteem, leading to an interest in, and appreciation of regional musical styles, such as bluegrass
and folk.29
These social issues shaped Hazel Dickens' life and career. Since her entrance into the
music scene as a full time musician occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the concerns of
that time had a substantial impact on her. She found her own independence during a period of
social advocacy and optimism, and these characteristics have been reflected in her music ever
smce.

Folk Music, Revival, and Authenticity
The huge, sweeping activist movements of the Sixties, combined with new technologies
and media, provided unprecedented opportunities and platforms for new kinds of musicians to
lead. The most obvious and memorable of these leaders also are star performers, true celebrities,
the most well-known personality being Bob Dylan, but extending to many others like Woody
Guthrie and Pete Seeger. 30 Ideologically, there are clear links between the folk music revival and
the rock movement and the hippie counter-culture of the 1960s, since this music was a product of
the same social situation. 31 Given the importance of leaders identifying strongly with causes and
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with their audiences in "real" folk music, the level of popularity achieved by those successful
artists calls into question their musical authenticity, and the difficulties of situations where folk
music becomes popular.32
It is important to consider the precursors of, and context for, the folk revival of the
Sixties. The image of, and the expectations associated with, folk music changed dramatically
over the course of a few decades. The legacy of the Beat Generation, for instance, can be seen to
have had a huge impact on the folk revival: "For the Beat, the noble savage of the [F]ifties was
the black jazz musician, in time to be replaced by the folk singer."33 While folk music is often
associated with "purists," it became popularized-in no small part due to music festivals-so
that "folknik" culture became part of popular American culture.34 There is a lineage of
authenticity here that is worth exploring.
When artists like Bob Dylan and Joan Baez broke into the popular music scene, folk
music hit.mainstream American consciousness for the first time. Never a style intended for
profit, the transition of folk music into popular music brought into question the challenge of
making commercially accessible folk music while honoring tradition. When applied to music, the
term "folk" connotes authenticity, experience, and connections; folk music is assumed to do
work, to express the feelings of the common people through one person's story and song.35 It is
interesting to note that, academically, we have progressed past thinking about music or culture in
terms of purity or un-influenced authenticity, since scholars recognize these ideas as outdated
1971), 399, http://www.jstor.org/stable/539633. Hereafter cited as Lund and Denisoff, "Folk
Music Revival."
32
Martin Stokes, "Music and the Global Order," Annual Review ofAnthropology 33 (2004): 59.
33
Lund and Denisoff, "Folk Music Revival," 396.
34
Ibid, 397.
35
Simon Frith, "'The Magic That Can Set You Free:' The Ideology of Folk and the Myth of the
Rock Community," Popular Music, Folk or Popular? Distinctions, Influences, Continuities ser.,
1 (1981), 164, http://www.jstor.org/stable/853249.

Landers 22
and impossible, due to the fluid nature of cultural boundaries. Nonetheless, the evolving styles of
American folk musicians are still often met with outrage, and accusations of "selling out," which
is perceived as a negative and disloyal act.
It is also interesting to note the role of belief in constructing and analyzing folk music.36
Folk music is seen as trustworthy, authentic, and down-to-earth, and this faith lends political and
ideological credibility to its messages. The term "folk music" has broadened and has come to
cover a wide range of styles, from old-time, to religious, to early country, to protest music. As
folk music began to be used as movement music in the social changes of the 1960s, its impact
grew exponentially. The combined power of celebrity musician leaders and a trustworthy vehicle
for communication allowed for messages to reach, and be trusted by wide audiences; unlike
politicians, bluegrass was seen as "genuine, down to earth and speak[ing] the plain truth."37
Singers on the political left used folk music as a platform to express sympathy to and to rally
people to the cause of a truly democratic and egalitarian America, in part because the music has
such a strong imagined relationship with simplicity, equality, and American-ness.38
While Hazel Dickens' music fell within this folk category, her audiences tended to be
traditionalists who were drawn to her music more than her messages. Such audiences were not
looking for political radicalism or calls to action, and her personality led her to more subtle kinds
of social persuasion and advocacy. Because of her rural, Appalachian roots, she was recognized
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as an authentic figure in folk and old-time music, and that appealed to people. Her career
benefited from that image, and her traditional audiences were impacted by her progressive
messages, made palatable by the seemingly familiar and harmless figure performing for them.
Dickens also benefited from the perceived authenticity of folk music, which contributed
to its power to affect and influence audiences. As with other kinds of folk music, there is an aura
of trustworthiness associated with her old-time music.39 In another section, I will briefly cover
the history of the genres from which she drew inspiration, and the forms that she affected. Music
is dynamic and as new forms develop, we negotiate relations among groups and classes, and by
"discovering ourselves [in relation to others] ... we invent 'folk,"' as a reflection and conscious
recreation of identities.40

39

°

4

Mullen' "Belief and the American Folk," 120.
Cantwell, "When We Were Good," 54-55.

Landers 24
D: GROWING UP A MOUNTAIN GIRL: DICKENS' ROOTS

Even though she never lived in the public eye, contrary to what we expect from
musicians and other celebrities, Dickens is still considered by many to be "one of the most
41
influential and powerful artists, male or female, in the world of Americana music." Her story is

an American success story with a twist. Although born in the coal-mining region of West
Virginia, Dickens bravely moved to the city and pulled herself up by her proverbial bootstraps,
always remaining aware of her roots and never letting her success compromise her values.
Instead, born out of an appreciation of and respect for all people, she used elements of country
and bluegrass to promote awareness about two causes close to her heart: "the plight of non. .
.
• •
"42
umomzed mmeworkers and c.1em1msm.
Hazel Dickens has always maintained and displayed a strong connection to her roots. She
was certainly never the typical 1960s celebrity folk/rock artist. Therefore, an understanding of
her personal history helps us to understand how her upbringing and values would lead her to
different musical aspirations, since her history plays such a fundamental and influential role in
guiding her career. It is also important to note that her rural, hard-working background gives her
a level of credibility and authenticity to which many musicians have no access. In this section, I
will provide Dickens' background story, so that when I later discuss her career and her songs, her
unique combination of old-time music with progressive social causes can be more fully
appreciated.
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Dickens' story mirrors the trajectory of many young women from rural coal-mining
communities in the 1950s. But Dickens used her roots as the inspiration for a musical career that
has spanned more than four decades, all the while writing songs about "hard work, hard times,
and hardy souls."43 Born June 1, 1935, Dickens grew up in Mercer County, WV, in mining
country. This setting determined her first musical environment. Her father, Hilary Dickens,
provided for their family of thirteen by driving lumber trucks for a mining company, and he was
a traditionalist in terms of both his music and his religion. Hilary, or H.N., Dickens, was a
straight-singer and strict Primitive Baptist preacher. He was a strict patriarch, with little patience
for his brood, and presided over his household with a watchful eye and a heavy hand. H.N. had
also been an avid old-time banjoist in his youth, specializing in picking, before he "got religion,"
as his daughter puts it.44
Dickens' earliest musical influences include the true country traditionalists, whose songs
her father loved, such as Uncle Dave Macon, the Monroe Brothers, and the original Carter
Family.45 When her family's dire poverty led Dickens to move to Baltimore, she worked in the
factories there with one of her sisters and two of her brothers, and it was due to their support that
she would eventually work up the courage and establish the connections to venture into the
traditional and folk music scenes in the area.
In her late teens, as mentioned, Dickens moved to Baltimore and worked in the factories
to earn money to support her very poor family, and to seek a brighter future for herself. There
she began attending local music festivals, where she found not only friendship but also musical
43

National Endowment for the Arts, Hazel Dickens, Appalachian singer-songwriter,
http://www.nea.gov/honors/heritage/fellows/fellow.php?id=2001_04&type=bio. Hereafter cited as
National Endowment for the Arts.
44
Hazel Dickens, interview by author, Washington, D.C., February 11, 2011. Hereafter cited as
Dickens, February 11, 2011.
45
Bush, "Hazel Dickens: a Biography."

Landers 26
compatibility with musicians in the area, people like Mike Seeger, Alice Gerrard, Tracy Schwarz
and Lamar Grier. She became involved with the local folk and bluegrass scene, playing with
various bands in the Washington, D.C. area before she partnered with Gerrard. They performed
several early feminist folk songs and old-time tunes together and recorded four groundbreaking
albums before going their separate ways. Since then, Dickens has released several solo albums
that showcase "her uniquely personal amalgam of old-time string band sounds, bluegrass, protest
songs, and classic country."46
These days, she is referred to as the "Queen Mother of Bluegrass," a title that captures the
respect she commands as well as the influence Dickens has had.47 Her "heartfelt, Appalachian
style vocals and storytelling songs" have influenced artists as diverse (and as successful) as Bob
Dylan and Alison Krauss. 48 Dickens attributes her ability to use her lone voice as an instrument
to her upbringing in her church, where musical accompaniment was forbidden. She was, after al,
raised in the Primitive Baptist Church, where voices were the only instruments allowed during
services, and a straight and simple singing technique was preferred. This straightforward style
has become her trademark, and is reflective of Dickens' personality. Her music focused on union
issues, the struggles of the everyman in America, and, a first for the genre, feminist issues, and
this direct vocal style provided a clear means of communication, while also publicly linking her
with older traditions.49
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While respecting and performing the traditions she grew up with, Hazel Dickens also
"redefined the boundaries" of folk and country sub-genres.50 Influenced by the musical tastes of
her father and the prevalence of old-time music in her home area, she brought a grounded sense
of tradition to her bluegrass experience. Dickens entered the burgeoning Washington, D.C.,
bluegrass scene during only the second generation of the genre. At that point some basic musical
expectations had already been established, but nothing was set in stone yet. This flexibility
allowed her to subvert norms while maintaining bluegrass style, since exactly what constituted
bluegrass was still being defined. In the past, for example, country music might be mournful, but
not activism oriented, and there were no successful female acts with lives like Dickens. By
getting in on the ground floor of this developing musical style, she was able to push traditional
social boundaries and expectations while maintaining the old-time musical traditions that she
loved.51
Scholars recognize two strands of folk music popular during the late 1960s and early
1970s: "ethnic" and "protest" music,; Hazel Dickens had done plenty of both, combining
tradition with activism.52 Her vocal and musical versatility have allowed her to perform many
styles comfortably, ranging from traditional and bluegrass to country, protest and feminist,
exemplifying the blurred boundary between traditional and revivalist music.53 Though she used
her music very intentionally to gamer attention and encourage change, Dickens would never
consider her activism to be anything special; she simply believes in treating all people as equally
valuable. Her activism is part of her life as well as part of her music: "For years, she traveled
so Norm
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with a racially mixed group, singing songs protesting the Vietnam war and promoting racial and
54
social harmony, to school children, prisoners, and Churchgoers." She was not interested in

causes because they were controversial or popular, but because they were, and still are, near and
dear to her heart in a very personal sense. Her childhood in rural West Virginia bred a hatred of
all kinds of inequality and abuse, and Dickens has always spoken out against them.
"Hazel is a special kind of professional singer: one with a social conscience," and her
personal identity directly informed her politic interests.55 Her music has been a voice for the poor
and downtrodden; she paid particular attention to the issues that face coal miners and other
exploited workers, such as unfair wages, lack of unions, and work-related diseases like black
lung, all of which she was introduced to in rural West Virginia.
Issues like these had never intruded on the consciousness mainstream America, since
they were largely problems of the poor in the South or Midwest. But Dickens' music brought the
substandard and unfair treatment of American workers out into the open. In a recent interview,
she expounded on her disgust with this system: "Working people spend all their lives making
some people rich-namely their bosses and the companies they work for. And then they don't
want to take care of 'em, they don't want to give 'em the good medical benefits, or the proper
time off that they need. "56 Knowing that these workers are the backbone of America, Dickens
holds them in high regard.
She has never been shy about expressing her opinions, either. Beyond her public
involvement with various documentaries and protests, Hazel Dickens' lyrics have expressed her
support of coal miners and their unions and raised awareness about the reality of black lung,
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unfair work conditions, and the callousness of corporations. In the song "Clay County Miner,"
she sings, "He's a poor man 'cause mining's all he's known/ And miners don't get rich loadin'
coal./ He's a sick man 'cause that coal dust took its stand/ And he don't expect to get no help
from that operator man ... / Though we gave our lives to make them rich, they won't give us a
dime."57 She lent her voice to a group that had been silenced in order for big business to profit,
and the progress we see today was supported and furthered by the efforts of this woman. For
someone with Hazel's working-class, West Virginia roots, issues like mining, pay inequality, and
also sexism struck close to home.
The perfect description of Dickens' style is that she "[marries] the songwriting abilities of
Woody Guthrie with the straight-ahead singing skills of Kitty Wells," and as a pioneering single
woman performer, "she has been an inspiration for a whole new generation of women singers in
the bluegrass and country music fields." 58 As a wandering woman, leading her own band,
embracing a more liberated lifestyle, Hazel Dickens was far ahead of her time. Other country
women had begun to have solo careers, but Dickens was the only unmarried one who traveled
and performed without the support and guidance of a father, husband, brother, or other
controlling male figure. She chose to combine her own unique and unavoidably female strengths
with the benefits of living the typical male-musician life. Her role and lifestyle as a singer
"freed" her from the traditional women's role.59
Dickens is certainly not the stereotype of a feminist, and it would be out of place to use
this label for her. Rather, in the words of Ken Irwin-the founder of her record label and one of
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her long-time friends-she is a "humanist."60 She never sought to favor, or earn favor from, any
particular group, but her actions and attitudes arose naturally as part of her emphasis on "the
importance ofjustice, whether between individuals or at a societal level."61 The content of her
songs also reflect her desire to live outside the confines of the "respectable married woman"
ideal, such as her song "Ramblin' Woman," which subverts the typical rambling man theme
while using the style of old country blues. 62 She did not like to be told "what to play or sing," so
she struck out on her own. 63
Dickens' early partnership with Alice Gerrard set a wonderful example for later female
country artists: "By choosing their own songs, and by arranging them and performing them
according to their own taste, the duo set an important example for other women coming up in
bluegrass music."64 The two modeled their musical union after the Stanley Brothers and Bill
Monroe, giants in the genre. During her time with Gerrard, the duo used the Library of Congress
to find early (and often little-known) songs that were by, about, and supportive of women,
specifically looking to incorporate them into their own repertoire.65

By working together these two young female artists could pursue their own interests and

develop their own talents. After recording four albums with Gerrard, Hazel went on to contribute
to various documentaries and films as well as releasing three solo albums, including old-time
country, alongside protest songs, and songs in a more contemporary country style. She succeeded
as a solo artist, and still supports herself through her music today.
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Dickens' music is distinctly "unglamorous," which was unusual for female country
singers, because she does not write songs with pop sensibilities, and she does not aim to please
or seduce her listeners. 66 Her singing style and preferred musical sounds are not pretty either,
and indicate that she is not concerned with pleasing anyone but herself. Many of her songs, like
"Working Girl Blues'.' and "Don't Put Her Down, You Helped Put Her There" were adopted as
anthems of the feminist movement.67 In her lyrics, she, is clear about her dissatisfaction with the
status of women. She laments the thankless working lifestyle required of women ("Working Girl
Blues"), fondly remembers her mother's strength and sacrifices ("Mama's Hand"), and reminds
men that if they take offense to the appearance or actions of women, that "you helped put her
there," by treating women like playthings or dolls.68
Her opinions are not radically feminist, but her longstanding insistence on equal
treatment is unusual given her upbringing and her musical styles. Dickens has been able to use
her musical platform to encourage social change, and could reach out to those who were not
usually addressed by musicians, such as miners' wives, whose plight she understood all too well.
By doing so, she sets a strong example, aqd has enabled other female musicians who came after
her to do the same.
An artist who speaks for the downtrodden and the unspectacular, Hazel Dickens has been
committed to making change through her music. Relentless in her pursuit, she has remained true
to herself and her strengths and interests in her causes. But Dickens' style was affected by her
social climate, and this contributed heavily to her effectiveness as a leader.
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I will continue to mention further examples of Dickens' history and biography throughout
this paper, as needed, because details often help to illuminate her motivations and intentions for
specific songs or career moves. Through her work, we can trace the social growth of the country,
the trajectory of her career, and the growth of the old-time and bluegrass music she plays. More
generally, we can understand the power in acknowledging and addressing s�cial problems by
calling on existing values to meet needs and enact change at appropriate times.69
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E: BLENDING TRADITION AND INNOVATION

In his essay on music and leadership, music scholar Eric Hung identifies three specific
leadership roles that he sees within the world of music: musician as CEO, musician as educator,
and musician as social-political leader.70 Hazel Dickens is an excellent example of the last
category, as someone whose music moves people, and can "transform listeners' emotions, can
help bind communities together, alleviate (at least temporarily) divisions among groups, and spur
people to action."71 She achieves influence through sharing her stories with people, by setting her
experiences and her view of the world to touching music.
Humans are storytelling animals; having shared discourses and a sense of belonging to a
greater narrative are very important to us, universally. So leadership, like music, "is about
moving people, striking chords that resonate deeply in the hearts of listeners." 72 Both leadership
and music do the work of connecting and motivating pe.ople. Hazel Dickens expresses her
personal experiences through songs, with lyrics that share clear stories and paint expressive
pictures. Using her storytelling songs to present her experiences allows outsiders to better
understanding her: "Achieving effective influence with people-that is, leadership-requires
understanding the embedded narratives of other people and invoking them as part of
communicating vision and courses of action."
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using the lyrics of her original music. Hazel Dickens stands out in the way she values the
integrity of her music and her causes. She tells her stories through songs and touches the hearts
of the listeners. The stories thatDickens tells are connected to her own background, so the ways
that she leads and the issues with which she is concerned have always been influenced by her
roots. In other works, her leadership and songs are reflective of her own history. Dickens has
taken the familiar traditions that she grew up in, and modernized them in her pursuit of greater
social justice. Since Dickens grew up with and took and interest in various musical styles,
including old time, country, Primitive Baptist, and eventually bluegrass, when she writes or
performs she incorporations aspects of these various styles. While using old traditions, she
modernizes some things in order to preserve them, and brings elements of older styles into newer
ones as well.

Old-Time Music
The first expression of Dickens' musical leadership that I would like to explore is her
leadership in terms of the old-time music sphere. It is often difficult to differentiate between
genres of music, as the boundaries between old-time, folk, Appalachian, hillbilly, and various
other music labels are contested and blurred. So when I say that Dickens grew up in "old-time
music" traditions, I do not claim to be defining a genre, only indicating a general sound and
history by using a term that best conveys the kind of music that was popular in Dickens' home. I
choose this term because old-time music implies a canon of folk songs and other ballads usually
accompanied with stringed instruments and characterized by a marked simplicity of style.
Having grown up in rural Appalachia, Hazel Dickens was well positioned to understand
and appeal to old-time audiences. Not only was she extremely familiar with the style, with its
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traditions and its standards, but also she is an excellent musician, songwriter, and singer well
qualified to participate in the music scene. Socially, she "fit" in the genre, having all the
"authentic" qualifications.74 As an insider who is familiar with mountain culture, Dickens is also

appealing to rural audiences.

As a songwriter, Dickens' familiarity with the old-time canon makes her an informed
contributor to the music. As an appreciative player of this style, she understands what is expected
and what is accepted from a song. Dickens has the ability to write new songs that sound as
traditional as long-loved English folk ballads, because she understands and can emulate the old
time sound. It is, somehow, in her.
Furthermore, Dickens' voice is ideal for this style of music. The Primitive Baptist Church
had a powerful influence on young Hazel's voice. A small denomination with its main strength
in the southeastern United States, Primitive Baptists are known for their extreme conservatism.
Their old-fashioned attitude extends into their attitude towards music; "most of them still sing
ancient hymns from the Great Awakening in a slow, minor-sounding style, which either
captivates or repels those who hear it."75 The preferred sound is straightforward to the point of

being harsh, but with the right delivery and a gifted voice, the effect can be incredibly moving
and powerful.
Dickens grew up in a family where music was a hobby, not a viable occupation. Her
father, for example, was an excellent musician, but never would have considered supporting

himself through music, and considered it frivolous, if not outright sinful. In part this is because
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he had a wife and eleven children to support. But even if that were not the case, their culture and
religion did not consider such profession pursuits an option.
Yet music was more than just a part of Dickens' life-it was an all-consuming interest.
Her very first paycheck was spent on a guitar, and the years that she spent working day jobs were
tolerable only because they allowed her to pursue music on the side as well. Having moved to the
city, though, away from the comfort and familiarity of her home, Dickens did not think that city
folk would have any interest in the music of her culture. Thankfully, she met Mike Seeger, who
convinced her that there would always be value to and audiences for "her" music.
While living in Baltimore, Dickens met Mike Seeger, and, despite their obviously
different backgrounds, he became a close friend and an influential force in her life. As she tells
it, one of her older brothers was in a Maryland hospital being treated for tuberculosis, and had
brought his guitar with him to pass the time. Seeger happened to be working as an attendant in
the same hospital at the time. Since he was known on the premises as a musician and lover of all
things folk, a co-worker told him to introduce himself to this young man from West Virginia.
When he did, Seeger was fascinated by the style, the authenticity, and the range of songs this
young man knew, and was eager to hear more. Eventually, Seeger came to the Dickens'
Maryland household to learn more about their music, hoping to learn from his new friend's
father and sing with his sister. 76
Hazel Dickens was invited to her parents' home for the event-they lived in Maryland at
the time. She confesses to being initially wary of the stranger, and skeptical of his intentions; she
tried to "scare him away," would tum up old-time music loud on the radio and tell Seeger that
"this is how it should sound," and laughingly admits that maybe she acted out of jealousy or
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nerves. 77 When Seeger still stuck around, passing her test, Dickens began to sing with him and

her brother, helping him to learn their songs. 78

Seeger was committed to learning the style and the presentation of this traditional music,

and Dickens respected how seriously he took "her" music. This positive encounter changed that
way that Dickens thought about her roots. Players usually learn old-time music by ear, even
musicians who are trained to read music, and Seeger was no exception. He was an avid and
multi-talented musician, and played often with Hazel Dickens before he moved to pursue his
own professional music career with the New Lost City Ramblers. He was the first educated,
musical outsider to take interest in the music that Hazel Dickens loved and had grown up with.
Seeger's encouragement and affirmation gave her the courage to pursue this music, far from
West Virginia though she was.
It was through Seeger that Hazel Dickens would meet Alice Gerrard, with whom she
worked for a time, but Dickens and Seeger would remain close friends throughout their lives,
maintaining their relationship even when they parted ways musically. His passing in 2009 was
hard for Dickens, who considered him a dear friend. Seeger introduced her to the burgeoning
folk music scene the in Maryland and Washington, D.C. area, and encouraged her to keep
singing the old songs. Since this is the music that she had grown up with and cut her musical
teeth on, Hazel Dickens has always brought an expertise, an insight, and an inimitable
authenticity to this old-time music.
This Appalachian folk style has had a huge influence on bluegrass and country music,
thematically as well as musically. Certain traits were pulled from old-time music, and these
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tended to be traits that were emotionally appealing or musically impressive. So naturally,
someone like Hazel Dickens was well positioned to influence this developing genre.

Bluegrass Music
Since Hazel Dickens is often associated with bluegrass music, this is a label that needs
some explanation. Bluegrass is such a recently developed style that it often overlaps significantly
with other branches of country music. There are some mainstays of this kind of music, and it is
worth noting that Dickens was able to influence the development of this music since it was so
young and still developing when she entered the music scene.
A relatively new form, bluegrass only came into being during the 1930s, but it is
nevertheless perceived as having simple, hometown, trustworthy, and culturally deep roots. The
style was created as both a reflection of American culture and a conscious broadcasting of our
national identity. Much like our nation, bluegrass developed through the cultural melting pot of
musical styles, drawing on country, Irish, Scottish� English, blues, and jazz influences. In this
way it is a safe and accessible national voice for the country, and it also brought to our national
attention the overlooked, financially poor South.
In the early part of the 20th century, country music was enjoying unprecedented success
in the United States. Radios and record players were slowly gaining popularity, even in more
rural areas, and mountain music was making its way to the masses. During this time, bluegrass
pioneer Bill Monroe and his brother Charlie rode the country music trend as a successful duet,
playing guitar and mandolin and harmonizing together, until they split to form their own separate
bands and pursue their own musical and stylistic interests.
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This style takes its name from Monroe's band, the Blue Grass Boys, named for the
"bluegrass state" where he was raised. Monroe grew up singing and playing music at his home in
Kentucky, and at a young age began experimenting with energetic, fast-tempo, picking tunes,
which would become characteristic of the bluegrass style. By the time Monroe put together the
Blue Grass Boys, the band was using guitar, mandolin, fiddle, and bass to show off breakneck
tempos, intricate harmonies, and complicated picking solos.
The bluegrass sound was further developed in the 1940s, leaving plenty of room for
personal interpretation and future developments. Given the variety of musical trademarks in this
amalgamation of country, Celtic, blues, gospel, and other starkly different forms, it took some
time for Monroe's group to settle on set characteristics. Under Monroe's leadership, and with
Earl Scrugg's expertise on the banjo, a three-finger picking, driving banjo style became
associated with bluegrass. Monroe's own lead singing style remains indicative of the genre, with
its "high lonesome sound."
Yet it was not until the 1950s that people began referring to this style as "bluegrass," and
the new label came into use to describe music. Since Hazel Dickens was exposed to the
bluegrass scene for the first time in the early 1950s when she moved from West Virginia to the
city, this meant that she was present during of the movement to embrace, popularize, and define
bluegrass. In old-time music, all instruments in unison may carry through the melody or one
instrument may play the lead while others provide non-distracting backup. But, learning from
jazz traditions, in bluegrass the various instruments tend to take turns playing the lead,
improvising around the typical melody, and performing solos.
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Resisting and Embracing Change
A facile artist, Dickens was able to both honor the old-time traditions that she grew up
with, as well as participate in more modem styles like bluegrass. Her work displays the different
ways that she incorporates traditional and modem aspects into her songs, musically, lyrically,
and thematically. Part of Dickens finding her voice as a songwriter was her dedication to writing
songs that uplift the traditions she learned at home.

"Cowboy Jim"

Too often, in a primarily oral tradition like mountain music, a song can be lost or
forgotten, which puts traditionalists in a difficult situation. At that point, should we just let the
song drift away? Or do we make an effort to revive it? Dickens' work with "Cowboy Jim" is an
example of how artists can breathe new life into something forgotten.
Originally, Dickens picked up the skeleton of this song from her father. When she would
visit her aging parents in Baltimore, she and her father would spend time in old Baptist
songbooks. Her father, as both a fan of old-time music and a talented musician, had a wealth of
songs committed to memory. During her visits to her parents, father and daughter would sing
together. Once Hilary realized Dickens "was serious about learning the old songs," he began
teach her the songs that she didn't know, and intentionally pass his knowledge along to his gifted
daughter. 79
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Ever the storyteller, Dickens gravitated towards songs with "interesting lyrics, especially
the poetic ones."80 To humor her, her father would try to remember as many different songs as he
could, but this particular cowboy song slipped his memory, and he could only remember a few
lines. He told his daughter, "You take it and make a song out of it, and give it that old lonesome
sound," and so she composed a new based, based on her knowledge of the old sound and her
familiarity with the genres. 81
She wrote a cowboy song about cheating and carousing, common country themes,
singing of a cowboy who lost his love to another man:
Out on the range I rode one day
Looking for cowboy Jim
There I spied the girl I loved
Riding the range with him

They were singing old songs that we used to sing
And I knew she had done me wrong
So I turned my old Pinto around again
And I rode all night long
Rather than letting her protagonist wallow in his own misfortune, Dickens wrote in a
friend to pull her cowboy out of his doldrums. This spirit of camaraderie, and the idea of
accepting the cards that life deals you, are familiar ideas to Dickens as well:
Won't you come down, down in town pal
Good times for you and me
80
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Forget your old gal you know she's cold pal
You know she's been untrue
Dickens was able to take an old forgotten song and revive it, preserving a fading
traditional memory. She used a similar method when writing her version of "Rebel Girl,"
another successful adaptation. She was only able to imitate this style because she was so
familiar with the traditions and knew enough other songs in similar styles that she could use as
references. She took an old story and made it new. This gift of Dickens' is also displayed in
stylistic choices for her songs, since she would often imitate an old sound, or even a particular
group.

"Beyond the River Bend"
The influence of the original Carter Family on all country and traditional music lovers
cannot be emphasized enough; their songs certainly played a significant role in young Hazel
Dickens' musical development. Looking back on her childhood, Dickens remembers that the
Carter Family were "great favorites" in her family home, and the Dickens family would sing
along together to their music. 82 Sara and Maybelle Carter paved the way for other women to find
success in the field of country music. Their hit song, "Single Girl, Married Girl," was a precursor
for the kind of freedom-loving, empowered songs that Dickens would later perform with Alice
Gerrard, and in her solo career.
It is no surprise then that Dickens would later try to write music that sounds like the
Carter Family. Listening to a recording if her original song "Beyond The River Bend," the tune
sounds similar to songs that the original Carter Family sang, the lyrics tell of loss and country
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life in vaguely religious tones, and the guitar style and the tight vocal harmonies between two
women all display Dickens' appreciation for the music that she grew up with.
The song opens with comforting lyrics, as the singer imagines their return home to a lost
loved place:
There's a path that leads back through my memory
And how often I've walked it these days
Where I find sweet peace among the flowers
On a grassy bank beyond the river bend
The song is short, repetitive, and relatively simple, which makes it easy to memorize and
easy to follow along with during a sing-along. Dickens wrote the song to share her love of an old
group, and to evoke similar feelings and experiences of community for her listeners.
But it's only a memory, yes it's only a memory my friend
Yes it's only a memory I can never go back home again
Down by the river, down by the old river bend
Down by the river, a sweet fragrance of flowers winds
She sings of ambiguous troubles, and because of the abstract lyrics listeners can project
and imagine their own troubles into the song. The reality of moving away from a childhood
home is an experience that almost everyone can identify with, and whether one moved due to
marriage, work, voluntary relocation, or hardship does not really matter here. At some point
every person will become overwhelmed or overcome with the pressures of life outside of their
home, and they must struggle through, no matter how much they may prefer to return to a
simpler, fantasy life:
Oh it seems life's troubles and trials
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Get harder and harder to mend
Oh how sweet it would be to sit down
On the grassy bank beyond the river bank
This song would have fit right in with the Carter Family's repertoire. Clearly, Dickens
was so impacted by the music of her youth that she wrote songs as literal tributes to the
monumental artists that shaped her. Throughout her career, Dickens often has sung "'Keep On
the Sunny Side"' as an encore or sing-along," and continues to do so today. 83

"Pretty Bird"

Vocally, Hazel Dickens' delivery has "more in common with the Carter Family than it
does with contemporary bluegrass and country singing," and this old-time quality of her vocals
adds to the emotional impact of her music.84 But there was a notable shift from sacred to more
secular themes in country music during the twentieth century, and Hazel Dickens' music reflects
certainly this latter focus. Even by comparing the Carter Family with someone like Woody
Guthrie, a successful folk-singer from a few decades later, both are remembered as influential
and imitated acts, but there is a remarkable difference in their subject matter and attitudes. The
Carters, the perfect example of an old-time band who made it big, sang about God, and the
saving power of Christ, and the rewards we struggling mortals have to look forward to in heaven.
Woody Guthrie, on the other hand, sang about the trade unions, and the rewards that people
deserve in their time on earth.
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Hazel Dickens did both, keeping the spirit of the old tunes by singing about home and
family in the style of the Primitive Baptist Church, but she also sang about the unions and other
causes of earthly motivation. When singing, she can sound very much like a Sara Carter, and
other classic, traditional singers that she grew up listening to. The way in which she presents
herself, however, as well as the songs she performs, and her social messages, can be very
different. Independence is just as important to Dickens as traditions, and her original songs share
powerful messages of empowerment and demands for earthly rewards.
The song "Pretty Bird" is a touching example of the power that lyrics can have when
paired with this simplistic and straightforward style. Hazel Dickens wrote this song herself, and
the recording on the album Hazel & Alice is done completely acapella by Dickens alone. Her
raw, honest voice carries the melody, sharing the story of a free bird, or young woman, who
struggles to keep her wings.
The chorus is lyrically simple, and Dickens' voice opens the track singing the following
refrain:
Fly away little pretty bird
Fly fly away, fly away little pretty bird
And pretty you'll always stay
The presentation of the song is sparse, and with no instrumentation at all, and Dickens'
vocals and her ornamentations carry through all the stronger for this simplicity. Nearly every
syllable in the piece demonstrates some subtle melodic movement, more detailed and intricate
than Western music notation can accurately convey. The lines are delivered with force and
confidence, with total emphasis on the lyrics.
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Through the various verses, Dickens urges the fragile bird to protect itself, and compares
cherishing our freedoms to basic self-preservation:
Love's own tender flames warm this meeting
And love's tender song you sing
But fly away little pretty bird
And pretty you'll always stay...

Fly far beyond the dark mountains
To where you'll be free evermore
Fly away little pretty bird
Where the cold winter winds don't blow
This song has significance for Dickens' leadership in the realm of women, and I will
address that aspect of the song at length later. But, considering "Pretty Bird" purely as an
example of an old-time piece, it is stunning. The piece sounds as if it could be a folk song
brought over England or Scotland and sung in Appalachia for decades, among families, at
parties, with or without instrumentation. The story she tells is timeless, the sound is classic, and
her delivery is as clear as it is strong. It is a lovely piece, and one that shows her appreciation for
and ability to recreate old-time music.

"I Love to Sing the Old Songs"
Given her dedication to the music of her youth, it should be no surprise that Dickens
wrote a lovely piece called "I Love to Sing the Old Songs"-the only surprise is that she didn't
write the song sooner. Dickens was moved to write a song honoring this music in 2001, after
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stumbling across an article printed in a Primitive Baptist newsletter from the 1960s. An older
woman, Julia Hollis, who had been singing since the age of three, had submitted an article about
her love of music, and her story touched Dickens. According to her article, this elderly woman
"dearly loved singing and listening to the other members of her church sing, and the old songs
had been a blessing and comfort to her down through the years. What the minister got out of
prayer, she seemed to get out of the singing and the old songs."85
Dickens, using some of Ms. Hollis' own words, gives this woman's passion a voice
through her lyrics. In a world full of hard time and uncertainty, their unchanging songs are a
comfort. "In joy and in sorrow they had stood by us," Dickens says of these influential songs,
seeing us through it all." The song opens with an open declaration of love for the songs that have
been such a solid part of her life:
Oh I love to get my old book out, and sing the old songs again
Like a dear old friend they comfort me
Through my joy and through my pain
Yes I love to sing the dear old songs I sang down through the years
Like hark don't you hear the turtle dove
I sand when I was but three
The inspiration for the song came from Ms. Hollis' article, but Dickens most certainly
shares the same passion for and understanding of traditional songs. "The more I read [Hollis'
article], the more I realized how much we had in common when it came to our love and passion
for the old songs, even though we were years and miles apart in age and distance. We were
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kindred spirits."86 Dickens shared the experience of growing up immersed in music, and of using
songs as a means for navigating her world:
The bower of prayer my native home
I sang when I was quite young
The dear old songs the good old songs
Have stood by me for so long!

Now my passing years have not been kind
My dimming eyes have slipped away from me
Oh but when I take that old book out
I can see plain as day
In so many ways, "the old songs had enhanced and enriched our lives down through the
years;" Dickens has very openly used music as a coping mechanism for hard times, as a tool for
connection, and as a means of broadcasting messages. 87 Good songs have the power to transport
singers and listeners to a familiar place, bringing back memories of all the times that they have
been sung before:
And across the green fields and mountainside
Down the old back roads of home
I meet my loved ones there oh the joy we share
When I sing those dear old songs
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"Old River"
Though always a fan of old-fashioned songs, Dickens can also appreciate styles of music
that have developed and progressed outside the traditional. 88 As displayed with her unique
composition of"Cowboy Jim," she has a knack for using old music as inspiration for new
original material, and she showcases this ability when writing music that pays homage to a
variety of styles. Through identifying and imitating her idols, Dickens gained confidence and
was able to find her own voice as a songwriter.
Her song "Old River," for example, was inspired by other musicians, "the old-time and
bluegrass sound, like the Stanleys, Monroe, Don Reno and Red Smiley, the Louvin Brothers,
Osborne Brothers, Wilma Lee and Stoney Cooper, Jim and Jesse-the list goes on."89 In the late
1960s, Dickens became more interested in writing her own songs in the style of her musical
idols. This song is one of her earlier accomplishments, imitating the bluegrass style.
Written around the time that Dickens was dealing with the aftermath of divorce from her
former, and only, husband, these lyrics are personal. While it was a struggle for Dickens to put
her pain into words, using a bluegrass format helped. The lyrics read as if she were singing to the
river, an old friend who has seen her through the happy times and into the sad:
Old River you're wide you're deep and cold
You make a lonesome old sound as onward you roll
'Neath the crest of your waves I know I could sleep
And forget all this sorrow he's brought to me

Many's the time and many's the night
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We sat here talking making things right
You heard every vow you heard all our plans
Old river I know that you understand
A song with subject matter like this is a bit outside the realm ofold-time music; it is
despairing without any sense ofreligious hope, it is told through a woman's eyes, and no
transgressions are specified. Dickens refers to this time in her life as a period during which she
"became more and more adventurous... and more prolific as a songwriter," inspired by the wide
range ofsongs that were popular in the fifties, sixties, and seventies.90 Even when she sings the
following lines about the slow death oflove and hope, Dickens' ability to put this pain into
words in an original, non-cliched way is commendable, and helping listeners to identify with the
song:
The dawn is breaking on the sea and on land
As I write my farewell upon your sand
You waves will embrace me my body you'll claim
Old river old river you're calling my name

Oh the ways oflove is oft times bold
Like the hearts oflovers when love turns cold
River old river your depths dark and deep
In a watery grave forever I'll sleep
With this composition, she bravely tried to move away from writing according to strict old-time
traditions, and she would learn to master this process.
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"I Hear A Sweet Voice Calling"

Although the excellence of her songwriting skills alone would have ensured a place in
history for Hazel Dickens, it is worth noticing that in her early partnership with Alice Gerrard,
the two leaned heavily on performing covers of old-time tunes. 91 They often covered songs made
familiar by the Carter Family, Wilma Lee Cooper, or Bill Monroe, who specifically introduced
the duo to the song, "I Hear A Sweet Voice Calling," arguing that it would be a good for them.92
The song tells the story of a sick young girl, and Alice Gerrard sings lead vocals while Hazel
Dickens sings complementary harmonies in a much higher range than we usually hear her using.
Giving voice to the little girl, they sing:
I hear a sweet voice calling
Way up in Heaven on high
God has made room for your daughter
Oh mommy and daddy, don't cry
The words express comfort despite the sadness of the subject, and comfort that is rooted
in relying on our family as well as faith in God. The sorrow they express is universal, and so is
the hope:
Then she closed eyes forever
Never to see us no more
Until we meet our darlin'
On that bright and peaceful shore
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This is the last track on the album, Hazel & Alice, and it sounds relatively simple. The
background music is subdued, with subtle accents on the part of the fiddle, mandolin, and guitar.
The role of the music is to be a vehicle for the lyrics, and to carry the lilting song along,
softening the blow of the sad story. This older tune tells how the young girl is soothes her
parents, and her younger brother after she has fallen ill. The girl urges her family to take comfort
because she knows that she will be passing on to a better place in heaven.
Her typically strident, forceful voice is reigned in to fit with the style, and her part in this
particular song. This is not the sound we expect to hear from Dickens, but it is the style that the
songs calls for, and she does it well. By doing so, she set an example of how to preserve old
tunes, and make them sound as captivating, personal, and original as her own compositions.

"The One I Love is Gone"

Another tune that Bill Monroe directed Hazel and Alice to consider, specifically
encouraging Dickens to consider it, is "The One I Love is Gone."93 The song opens with a fiddle
playing the melody, at once sweet and full of sorrow. Again, the story is simple, timeless, and
relatable; in tight harmonies, with lonesome vocals over minor chords, Dickens and Gerrard
smg:
I don't know I don't know where I'll go or what I'll do
It makes no difference what I'll do without you
Oh I love you my darling but I'll try and let you be
Goodbye, it's the last you'll hear of me
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Well I found a bluebird high on a mountain side
And the bluebird would sing it's little song
So I'll sigh, I'll cry, I'll even want to die
For the one I love is gone
Those are the only lyrics, and there is little ornamentation. There is a musical break on
the mandolin, after which the second stanza is repeated over a slowing tempo as the background
music becomes more sparse. The way that these two women present the piece is perfect; they
wisely chose not to overcrowd the song with too many embellishments, but simply allowed their
singing and the piece to tell the story.
The song was written by Monroe, but he never recorded it himself, passing it on to
Dickens instead. He recognized her talents and her deep understanding of the bluegrass style, and
thought the song would be "right" for her. 94 The juxtaposition of the strength of purpose at the
end of the first stanza and the hopelessness at the end of the second helps the song to be
meaningful to various crowds, both the recently heartbroken and anyone who has ever survived
losing a love. The mention of the bluebird, the mountains, and the country-sound in the way that
words are arranged further cements the old-time appeal of the piece.

Common Country Themes
As shown by the songs already discussed above, there are certain themes that are
common to and indicative of country music-whether it is old-time, or bluegrass, or another
style-such as valuing tradition, home, and family. Hazel Dickens' songs reinforce and uphold
these values, in part because that is what the genre calls for, but mostly because they are
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reflective of her own interests. She has strong ideas about family and justice and human
relationships, and has always expressed them in her music, because they remain important to her.
These themes seem to be inevitable forces that wind their way into Dickens' music,
because they are all grounded in a deep awareness of and firm loyalty to home. This sense of
home is a conviction that Dickens struggled with, since she had to move away from her own
home at a young age, and never returned. Nevertheless, she knows where her heart lies: "Even
after all these years, when people ask where are you from, I always say West Virginia."95 Her
family there is always begging Hazel Dickens to move back to them, and the tempting offer
remains at the back of her mind.96

"Hills of Home"
While Dickens still considers West Virginia to be her true home, she does recognize that
much of it has changed, almost beyond recognition from her childhood memories. When she
wrote the song "Hills of Home," these changes were on her mind:
There ain't much that's left there that ain't all run down
Gone are the echoes of old familiar sounds
Of families that's scattered, parted and gone
And left a lot of good things to whither away back home
Like other former mining "boomtowns," many businesses there had closed over the years
and many more people had moved out, as Dickens herself did. Partially this emigration of native
West Virginians was a necessity-as Dickens explains, "I had to support myself, and I could not
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do that back home." 97 This forced her hand to some extent, and many others were in similar
situations:
Hills of home hills of home, families scattered off and gone
These old hills that've been passed by
Well they've seen a lot of leaving in their time
After she had moved to Baltimore, Dickens still made an effort to go back home to
Mercer County as often as possible. In the 1970s, however, the busy artist did not have as many
chances to visit home as she would have liked; her day job kept her occupied during the week,
and weekends were often spent playing shows. On one rare occasion, she returned to West
Virginia, to the area of her childhood home, in order to play at a festival in the area. During this
trip, Dickens remembers being overcome by "a great wave of nostalgia" while driving through
the wilderness: "I was emotionally moved by being here in this mountainous terrain. It felt good
to be surrounded by mountains so close I could almost reach out and touch them, comforting me
with a sense of place and belonging, which I had not felt in a long time, connecting me to my
native roots." 98
Can't you feel those hills around you?
Can't you feel a touch of home
And don't you wish you'd never gone
There are some things memories can't bring home
Because of her connection to her roots, Dickens has a strong sense of who she is, and
what values really matter to her. When traveling the countryside she realizes, "No longer was I
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confused about where home was-I was home," and this makes her confident and grounded in a
way that is appealing in a leader.99
Being aware of where her heart lies has made Dickens a person of great conviction, and
this bodes well for someone so involved with social change. But while having this assurance is a
wonderful foundation for her as a leader, it also means that Dickens consistently misses her
home. She does what she can to extend the values that she learned at home to others, and apply
them to her modem, city life, but she is constantly reminded of what she left:
Old familiar dirt roads winds through the piney glades
Where all the longings of childhood dreams were made
The flowery paths the mossy mounds where I could run and play
Never a care to cross my mind all the livelong day

"West Virginia, My Home"
This sense of displacement is very present in Dickens' music, and knowing her history
helps outsiders better understand why the concept of home and the values that we associate with
home are so important in this music. Even while missing her family and her place, Dickens
found, and often still finds, herself being separated out for being different. In other words, not
only did she feel different and out of place, but others would often reinforce and remind her of
these things.
When she moved to Baltimore, and later to Washington, D.C., Dickens found herself
swallowed up by "this feeling of isolation and not communing with people." 100 She found herself
lonely, having a hard time relating to people from the city. It was strange to her that people in her
99
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new home did not seem to value or want to get to know her, and that social distance made her
uncomfortable: "It seemed like the neighbors and everybody knew each other back there. You
could live right next door to people in the city, and they didn't know you. You could live there
and die, and nobody would know you'd passed on."101 This seemed callous to her, and she was
hurt by the lack of appreciation or interest with which she was met.
Worse, she was judged and even discriminated against because of her culture. "One of
the big disconnects in the city was the fact that a lot of city people didn't like hillbillies," as
Dickens subtly puts it; in practice, this meant that Dickens got complaints from her neighbors
about her singing, and once, when apartment hunting, was even met with a sign, "printed in large
bold letters, "No dogs or Hillbillies."102
Dickens did not deal with racism in her music much, since it was not a part of her
personal experience and therefore not something to which her leadership lent itself. Nevertheless,
the fact that she did not actively campaign against racism does not mean that Dickens lacked
empathy or compassion for this social issue. She was familiar with discrimination, and though
the bulk of her career dealt with issues that she first became familiar with in her home in the
mountains, these encounters with stereotyping and intolerance certainly made her a more open
minded and sensitive person.
It is no wonder that these experiences would lead Dickens to write a song, tinged with
regret, honoring her place of origin:
West Virginia, oh my home
West Virginia's where I belong
In the dead of the night in the still and the quiet
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I slip away like a bird in flight
Back to those hills the place that I call home

It's been years now since I left there
And this city life's about got the best of me
I can't remember why I left so free
What I wanted to do, what I wanted to see
But I can sure remember where I come from

Well I've paid the price for leaving
And this life I have is not one I thought I'd find
Let me live love let me cry
And when I go just let me die
Among the friends who'll remember when I'm gone
Going home was not an option financially, and, also, she confesses, "[I] knew I needed
and wanted the freedom to try my wings and be on my own for the first time in my life." 103 "City
life" was not a dream come true for Dickens, but she pressed onwards, continued to pursue
friendships, and did not let her own negative experiences shake her faith in humanity-which is
a testament to her good attitude.
While she missed home, Dickens was determined to make the best of her new situation,
and confident that she would find her place in the city. Interestingly enough, it was her music,
something culturally and reg!onally specific, that made this possible. As she explains it, "I
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believe the turning point in my adjustment to my new environment, and the experience that
opened doors for me that had been previously closed between me and city folks, came when I
began to meet new friends who were as passionate about the music as I was, and who also
appreciated what I was doing in the music." 104
This created common ground, to the point where differences in upbringing, economic
status, or personalities faded to background concerns. Eventually, these fellow musicians became
close friends, with whom she could share her struggles and confusion. As she became more
comfortable with her life and career "up North," Dickens was able to put her feelings into words:
West Virginia, oh my home
West Virginia's where I belong
In the dead of the night in the still and the quiet
I slip away like a bird in flight
Back to those hills the place that I call home

Home, home, home
Oh I can see it so clear in my mind
Home, home, home
I can almost smell the honeysuckle vine
In the dead of the night in the still and the quiet
I slip away like a bird in flight
Back to those hills the place that I call home
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Widely considered among the best state tribute songs or anthems, Dickens believes this to
be one of the best songs she has written. Rather than reserving this song of homage for West
Virginia alone, though, Dickens claims that she wrote the song "to honor my native home and to
remind other people of theirs." 105 The song close with a tag, with melisma stretching out the final
(and repeated) word "Home" into a line of its own. By ending the song in this manner, Dickens
shares her sentiments and seems to be sympathizing with others as well.

"Mama's Hand"

The values that Dickens would pursue as a leader-justice, empathy, and selflessness
are all things that she learned young, and in no small part from her mother. "Mama's Hand" is a
tribute to the woman who taught Hazel Dickens about femininity and love, and enabled her to be
extraordinarily brave. Leaving her mother was as hard of a choice as leaving West Virginia, and
Dickens shares this struggle through her lyrics:
One old paper bag full of hand me downs
A plain old country girl raised on gospel sounds
With only the love she gave me, pride in what I am
And it was hard to let go of Mama's hand, my Mama's hand
Even with all the good memories, and the assured sense of home, leaving West Virginia
and, in particular, leaving her mother, is an experience that Dickens looks back on with sadness.
She and her mother had a special bond, based on the extra care that Dickens received as a sick
child; her mother actually traveled out of town, alone, while her husband was at work, out of the
mountain, to seek a doctor's advice for how to help her sick baby girl. This act of courage and
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determination saved young Dickens' life, and provided her with her first example of a strong,
brave female influence.
I thought of all the love she gave, thought of all the years she slaved
To try and make this run down shack a home
A dream that really died before it was born
But she pulled us through the hardest times
And made us hold our head up high
A gift we carry with us all our lives
For we were oh so special in Mama's eyes
In that early example, as with countless other times every single day, her mother took
care of her and kept the family together. Many old, folk, and bluegrass songs tell of the many
virtues of country mothers, because a mother is the basic unit of a family, and therefore the
embodiment of the idea of home. If country music is said to be concerned with home, then it is
obse·ssed with mothers. Dickens hits her stride thematically with this song, and it has been wildly
successful.
Ken Irwin, the founder of Rounder Record-the label that Dickens has been associated
with for decades-points to "Mama's Hand" as a song that could be said to "represent bluegrass"
as a genre. Instrumentally as well as thematically, it is very reflective of the mainstays of
bluegrass music. Dickens juggles her positions as a personal storyteller and a unifying force,
sharing a personal story in a way that many people can identify with: choosing between a rock
and a hard place, when it comes to leaving home, growing up, knowing that her choices might
hurt the ones she loved while also knowing that it was exactly what they ultimately wanted her to
do.

Landers 62
I said goodbye to that plain little mining town
With just a few old clothes that had made the rounds
I knew I was leaving a lot of things that were good
But I thought I'd make a break while I still could.
As I look back to wave once more
To Mama crying in the door
For me and for wha� the world might have in store
For she knew I'd never be her little girl no more ...

She was drifting back to another time
When she was young and hoped to find
A better life than what her Mama's had been
And it was hard to let go of Mama's hand, my Mama's hand
Dickens brings elements of tradition and modernity to all aspects of her music, and this
makes her appealing to a wide range of audiences. As a storyteller, she brought her rural life in
poverty, her experiences in Appalachian coal mining country, and her problems with capitalism
and city life into her original music. Hazel Dickens stands out in the way she values the purity of
her music, and values social progress with issues such as the rights of workers and the rights of
women. She tells her stories through songs and, in doing so, she touches the hearts of her
listeners.
The way that Hazel Dickens dealt with common country themes was anything but
common; in her able hands, lyrics that deal with tradition, religion, home, and family, seem
modem and still relevant. This is realistic, as Dickens' physical home had changed, so her idea
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of her home had to change. The role of and opportunities for women would change, and that
would effect how Dickens remembered and commemorated her mother. Dickens chose to
address these changes and negotiations rather than ignore them, and so her songs are colored
with a mix of modernity and tradition that is wonderfully reflective of Dickens herself.
In some ways she is responsible for the extension of traditions, and in other ways she is
responsible for radically breaking with them. By singing about her admirable experiences and
opinions, Hazel Dickens has been speaking truth to power for decades. For example, while
dealing with the common bluegrass themes of home, mother and love, Dickens paid particular
attention to the plight of the coal miners, bringing their troubles to fresh audiences.
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F: LEADING ADVOCATING FOR MINERS

Like all good writers, Hazel Dickens has written songs about subjects that she personally
knows, so her music speaks passionately about unions, mining, poverty, and inequality. Through
her work, she has been able to use her position of leadership to call attention to certain problems
in American social class life that were being overlooked. As a musician, she has a platform from
which she can bring unpleasant issues to greater, often national, attention. She has often played
for rallies, giving support to movements, but other times she just wrote songs about what she
sees in the world, singing truth to power in an equally bold, influential, and permanent way. In
doing so, she has been an inspiring leader, as she has created and encouraged hope for change
and improvement.
Dickens is probably best known for using her music to call attention to the inadequacies
of working class conditions in the Appalachian coalmines. Born into a mining family, she was
forced to witness the toll that the mines took on her loved ones. Coal mining, an inevitable part
of every life in places like Mercer County, West Virginia, 1:ias been is recognized as "the most
dangerous occupation in the United States." 106 Even her father, the minister, worked a day job
driving a truck that delivered and pulled lumber for the mining company, since the industry
dominated the area so completely.
The coal industry had its claws sunk deep into the West Virginian economy. In the late
1800s, thousands of immigrants migrated to southern West Virginia to work in coal mines. From
the start, coal miners were treated poorly. Their lives were controlled by the companies for
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which they worked; they worked in company mines, reliant on their tools and directions, living
in designated housing, and were often paid in special money that could only be spent at
company-owned stores. On top of these economic disadvantages, safety in the mines has been a
longstanding problem. Somehow, West Virginia has always been the biggest culprit in terms of
mining conditions, and subsequently has terrible death rates in the mines as well as a history of
mining disasters.
The prospects of such unsafe and unpleasant work conditions would theoretically deter
people from pursuing jobs in the mines. But there were few other job opportunities in the
mountains, and coal, at least for a time, was in high demand. Soft coal was used for powering
trains, and was also used in the production of steel. Anthracite, or "hard" coal, had become the
preferred fuel in cities, replacing messier wood as a clean, smokeless substitute.
Today, however, we are much less reliant on coal as a country, and the mining process
itself has become streamlined due to increased mechanization. The combination of these two
factors hit the working population of mining towns hard. In 1914, at the peak of the coal boom,
there were 180,000 anthracite miners; yet by 1970 only 6,000 remained. To this day, West
Virginia is the second largest coal-mining state-behind only Wyoming in terms of production
but even that is not enough to guarantee jobs, let alone safety, for people who live in mining
country.
The very first coal mining fatality of this year was "nineteen-year-old John C. Lester, a
West Virginia coal miner with just over 90 days on the job," who lost his life in an equipment
accident on January 27, 2011. 107 The accident took place in Wyoming County, WV, which lies
right next to Dickens' own Mercer County home. Not surprisingly, the site at which this accident
1 07
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took place had been cited for more than seventy safety violations in the past year, and its sister
companies in the area have similar records as well. 108 Such hazards are too often accepted as
normal in this industry. And the age of this now-deceased miner from the news story sheds some
light on just how slim the job prospects must be, for a man so young to endanger his life in a
dead-end job.
Dickens wrote songs about problems that touched her personally, so her involvement
advocating for coal miners makes perfect sense, given her history. Today, her home state of West
Virginia is proud to say that since 1983, there are typically fewer than twenty fatal mining
accidents per year. 109 This can be seen as a direct result of the advocacy, awareness-raising, and
protests that took place in the United States in the 1960s-70s; a movement with which Dickens
was deeply involved.

"Black Lung"

One of Hazel Dickens' most successful songs, "Black Lung," is a moving tribute to her
oldest brother, who died of black lung, a "preventable, occupational disease" that he contracted
as a result of spending years in the coalmines.110 This disease is no small part of the reason why
coal miners have a 10 times greater death rate than workers in any other industry.111 Until the
1950s, the dangers of black lung were hardly recognized or understood, but greater
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mechanization of the mines meant that high-powered drills began producing more dangerous
dust that ever, and people began to take notice of the ensuing, related health problems.
"Black lung disease" is an umbrella term for a variety of conditions caused by prolonged
exposure to large amounts of coal dust. This killer is known by many other names, such as
miner's asthma, silicosis, and coal workers' pneumoconiosis (CWP), but all are all "dust
diseases" with the same symptoms.112 "As coal dust accumulates in the lungs-the body is
incapable of either dissolving or expelling the coal-lung tissue is destroyed, reducing lung
capacity and leading to fibrosis and a greater risk of emphysema, chronic bronchitis and other
respiratory illnesses. "113 There is no cure for black lung.
Hazel Dickens' coal-mining family members were accumulating this fatal dust in their
lungs long before the governments or even the UMWA would publicly recognize its dangers,
which did not take place until the 1960s. She lost multiple close relatives to the disease, all taken
too young, but the painful death of her brother left an irreparable mark on her, and inspired her to
write this song. His senseless death is immortalized in her moving lyrics:
He's had more hard luck than most men could stand
The mines were his first love, but never his friend
He's lived a hard life, and hard he'll die
Black lung's done got him, his time is nigh
In her book, Dickens laments that her brother, "was born, lived and died poor;" without
even enough money to bury himself, the family had to depend on welfare to cover those and
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other costs.114 This man had worked hard throughout his whole life, raised a good family, and all
it got him with a slow, shameful, and crippling death. To add insult to injury, coal companies
took no responsibility for this acquired condition. As Dickens sings, "Everyone but black lung's
done turned him away." Clearly, this policy made no sense, and Dickens spoke out against it:
He went to the boss man, but he closed the door
It seems you're not wanted, when you're sick and you're poor
You're not even covered in their medical plans
And your life depends on the favors of man
At the time when Dickens penned this song, her brother would not even have been
medically covered for this disease that he most definitely contracted through his job. It was not
until that later very same year, in 1969, that the benefits for miners with black lung were first
made available. Early that year, "approximately 45,000 West Virginia miners walked off their
jobs without union endorsement during the Black Lung Strike," an act which led to the passage
of the "first compensation law for black lung in the history of West Virginia."115
Though the offer of medical coverage was groundbreaking step, these benefits proved to
be insufficient. The Federal Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969 established monthly
benefit payments to coal miners, or their dependents, who could prove that they were "totally
disabled as a result of pneumoconiosis."116 From 1969 until 2010-when provisions in the new
health-care reform law finally amended the insufficient standard of old-"workers had to prove
they were 100 percent disabled and were suffering from black lung disease in order to get
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financial and medical support," despite the irreparable lung damage that this requirement
demanded.117 This created a terribly unfair conundrum for those miners with early stages of
black lung; in order to receive compensation, they would have to keep exposing themselves to
further pollution, and literally work themselves to death before their condition would be
recognized. Singing the lament of a dying miner, Dickens puts it this way: "I spent my life's
blood digging my own grave."
She took her personal story about the loss of her brother and shared it with a world that
was largely ignorant of this disease, and by sharing her experiences she helped to increase
national awareness of this issue. As Dickens modestly admits, this particular song "got a lot of
recognition."118 She does not brag about its recognition or its impact, but, for example, the song
was played on CBS Evening News and requested at countless union meetings and protests. Black
lung victims were, and still are, easy to ignore, but Dickens has worked tirelessly to bring
attention to their suffering.
The power of her "Black Lung" is evident in its popularity and influence. Dickens was
invited to sing it at countless events, including one particularly bold public hearing in Clay
County, Kentucky. Miners in the areas were being denied access to black lung benefits, and a
team of lawyers, organizers, and journalists collaborated to bring this injustice to national
attention, Dickens included. She sang her song at a public hearing in 1970, where the disabled
miners were able to tell their story and facts would be brought to light about their exclusion.11 9As
a direct result of this protest, stories ran in national newspapers denouncing this issue, and the
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coverage "prodded the conscience of Congress and the general public who thought that things
had been taken care of with the passage of the Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 1970." 120

"Clay County Miner"
As for Dickens, she was so personally moved by the positive experience she had with that
Kentucky mining community that she was moved to write the song "Clay County Miner," in
honor of these brave workers. That protest took place only a year after she had written "Black
Lung," and only a few years after she had sat by her brother's bedside for weeks, watching him
suffer. Rather than letting this loss embitter or disillusion her, Dickens was overwhelmed with
compassion, empathizing with these people who came from the same background as she did and
therefore knew the same hardships.
This next song, "Clay County Miner," tells a story about the impact of black lung disease
from a different perspective. In this song, Dickens acknowledges the perceived glory and
excitement of the coal-mining job, and sings from the point of view of an old man, looking back
on his life, resigned to his death. The speaker in the songs recalls his healthy youth wistfully,
lamenting, "I remember the time when I could load more coal than any man .... Remember old
timer when we were little kids /And we'd talk about mining days when we got grown and big?"
But the occasions for positive reminiscing stop there. Again, Dickens reminds her
listeners that working-class people "leave this world just as poor as the day we saw the sun."
Even basic rights and needs have been taken away from these hard-working, long-suffering men:
Now my health is gone buried in, down in that dirty ground
And they've taken away my rights and privileges to be a man
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But I know I can't tell that to the operator man
Dickens acknowledges how humiliating and painful it is to be reduced to such a weak
position. These brave men were made weak by performing a job that once depended on and
glorified their strength. Her lyrics refer to these men as "old-timers," sadly aware that their best
days are long gone:
And now we're old broken men they don't need us around
They we gave our lives to make them rich, they won't give us a dime
The message that Dickens drives home in this song conveys the absurdity of a system
that treats its workers as expendable. Powerful men from the companies that made these men
sick never lift a finger to make them well, for they know that their actions will not be noticed or
punished. A sick miner becomes invisible in his disutility. But this song lifts that veil of
invisibility, recognizing these men and their unfair position. Dickens, as a leader, uses her songs
to bring attention to these ignored stories, restoring the Clay County miners' dignity and
expressing basic value for them from one human being to another.

"Coal Miner's Grave"
The song "Coal Miner's Grave" is a perfect example of how Dickens used her power and
influence to honor someone whose story had been wrongfully forgotten and overlooked. She
wrote this song after hearing the story of Francis F. Estep, a miner who was shot and killed by
Baldwin-Felts mine guards during a 1912-13 strike. Despite his honorable death and his
contributions to his community and his job, his grave marker had been misplaced and for years
was lost in the underbrush, "until a student from the West Virginia Institute of Technology
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stumbled upon it one day," over half a century after Estep's death. 121 With few details to go on,
Dickens wrote a song that expressed her frustration with the way that the life or death of a miner
could be perceived as this unimportant:
Up there on that hillside there's a coal miner's grave
And the briars and bushes about cover it up these days
For there's no one to claim it or care if he's gone away
For he was only a miner and it's only a coal miner's grave

So pay no attention it's only a coal miner's grave
Pay no attention to the briars and weeds let them stay
For who's gonna miss him or care that he's gone away
For he was only a miner and it's only a coal miner's grave.
The country imagery in these lyrics echoes images that Dickens uses in her songs about
her home, the country, and dear old West Virginia, but in this instance, the West Virginian
wilderness has swallowed up an unnoticed hero.
Francis Estep from Holly Grove W. VA.
In nineteen and thirteen loaded coal ten hours a day
Six days a week forty seven and a half cents a ton
He was shot down by gun thugs at the young age of thirty one.
A poor man who worked tirelessly in the mines to support his family, Estep was a
casualty of the West Virginia Mine War of 1912-1913, the first of a string of major
confrontations between miners-typically struggling to unionize-and mine operators. He was

121

Ibid, 72.

Landers 73
involved in a strike at a non-union mine in the Paint Creek and Cabin Creek area, and operators
were trying to break the strike using violence and intimidation. The strike began in April, and by
May, Baldwin-Felts began sending guards in to the mine. By June, "the coal operators declared
that the strikers would be evicted in five days," a threat ruthlessly enforced by the Baldwin-Felts
mine guards, so Estep moved his family out of their company housing into in a tent-like shanty
and stuck by his union. 122
Rumors began to circulate among the strikers of escalating violence to come-rumors
that proved to be true. Estep was at his crude home, talking with friends, family, and co-workers
late one evening, when they head shots in the night. A train driving past had opened fire on the
shanty-town where the striking workers lived. Estep grabbed his gun and ran outside to
investigate, his pregnant wife and young child, Clifford, following close behind. Unable to find
cover, Estep got shot through the face. He dropped dead, and his wife picked up his gun and
"emptied it at the disappearing train. " 123
Estep's wife and child had been caught in the rain of bullets as well, and spent the next
day in the hospital, missing the funeral of Francis F. Estep entirely. The mine guards showed up
and opened fire on the funeral guests, which doubtlessly also contributed to the confusion
regarding the location of Estep's grave.
In recognition of his sacrifice, the United Mine Workers of America honored him with an
inscription on his gravestone: "Dedicated to the memory of Francis F. Estep for distinguished
service and self-sacrifice in the cause of labor and advancement of the United Mine Workers of

Gracie Stover, "Paint and Cabin Creek Murders," West Virginia Genealogy Project,
http://www.wvgenweb.org/wvcoal/war2.html.
123
Ibid.
122

Landers 74
America." Yet his grave and his family were quickly forgotten. Neither were taken care of, or
seemingly even noticed, by the union.
As for Estep's wife, she never returned to their bullet-tom home. She eventually
remarried, only to be widowed again, without union benefits, Social Security, or any kind of
welfare to provide for what was left of her family. She never saw her husband's grave, but
Clifford, his song, lived to see his father's grave rededicated in a ceremony sponsored by the
West Virginia Labor History Association in 1975. 124
During the long years between 1912 and 1975, when Estep's grave marker lay forgotten,
lost and unattended, this man, his family, and his sacrifice were utterly overlooked, with "no one
to miss him or care if he's gone away," and Dickens' responded to this oversight with anger.
Dickens wrote this song in 1983, when she was forty-eight years old. By this point she had
personally experienced plenty of loss and injustice, and still was not jaded by the way that
working-class victims were treated. Instead she protests, sure that life can and should be more
fair:
So is this little marker his only memorial today
A man who gave his life for the UMW of A?
Is this how we remember all the sacrifices he made
To let the briars and the weeds take over his union and grave
Her insistence that Estep deserved more than a neglected grave is in line with, and reflective of,
her leadership. Dickens values all people equally, and her attitude of mutual respect comes
through clearly in her music. This advocacy is perhaps her greatest legacy.
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Dickens has been a strong advocate of unions, but not a blind one. By the second half of
the twentieth-century, the unions had lost much of their strength. While this is partially due to the
drop in miners-due to both the mechanization of mines and the significant decrease in demand
for coal-it is also a result of internal conflict, as seen in the murder of Joseph Yablonski.

"The Yablonski Murder"

Joseph "Jock" Yablonski was a populist union representative, a reform candidate who

was loved by many of the miners. In 1969, Yablonski challenged incumbent W. A. Boyle for the
presidency of the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA). He ran a strong campaign, but
ended up losing in an election widely viewed as corrupt. Later that year, Yablonski filed five
federal lawsuits against the UMWA citing problems with the election procedures, and he
requested that the United States Department of Labor investigate the election for fraud. Weeks
later, Yablonski and his family were killed while sleeping in their home. Boyle was later
convicted for the murders.
Dickens wrote the song, "The Yablonski Murder," right after she heard the news of
Yablonski's unexplained death. Although the news was fresh and not many details had been
released, she referred to the crime as "cold blooded murder." She told Yablonski's story in song,
thereby immortalizing him and his good work.
Death bells were ringing as Jock made his plans
To save the U.M.W. for honest working men
So he ran against Tony Boyle, and all his dirty clan
But Tony hired a hit man, to Jock's fatal end
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Dickens knew that "Jock Yablonski was a coal miner's friend / He fought for the rights of the
working man," and that his death was a blow to the mining community. But furthermore, this
murder was an example of a blatant crime, committed by those who wanted to protect their own
power.
Upon hearing the new of Yablonski's suspicious death, Dickens was immediately
concerned with the repercussions that this scandal would have on the unions. The lyrics express
her outrage with the crime, as well as her insistence that working-class people needed a strong
union to support them, rather than a corrupt platform for political advances:
Now who's gone stand up and who's gonna fight
You better clean up that union, put it on solid ground
Get rid of that dirty trash, that keeps a working man down
The union had already been shaken by a loss of credibility, and this scandal was no help.
In the aftermath of the murder, the UMWA split. Yablonski's supporters formed a group called
the "Miners for Democracy" (MFD), which effectively displaced Boyle and replaced him with
Arthur Miller, and replaced the old regime with new leaders who had actual experience as
common miners themselves. While this change of leadership resulted in a movement towards
empowering individual miners and unions, it shook the credibility of the UMWA.
Oh Lord the poor miner, will his fight never end?
They'll abuse even murder him to further their plans
Oh where is his victory how will it stand?
It'll stand when poor working men all join hands
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The only way that working class people could improve their lives would be to stick together.
Dickens consistently preached a message of unity, and worked to bring together and bring help
to various disadvantaged groups.

"Mannington Mine Disaster"
While the corrupt Boyle was still the president of the UMWA, he was involved in
another, more expansive, scandal. Because of its unsafe work conditions, a mine in Farmington,
West Virginia, was inspected by the Federal Bureau of Mines 16 times in 1968. Extensions were
granted to the company 16 times, buying them time to amend their safety measures. But they
could not hold out forever. On Nov 20, 1968, after all of those warnings had been ignored, the
mine exploded.
After the massive explosion resulted in seventy-eight deaths, Boyle "went on television
and said that consol 9," the coal mine north of Farmington and Mannington "was one of the
safest mines around," even though this explosion was the third in the history of Farmington No.
9. 125 Those in power tried to brush over this disaster, but this mining explosion and the response
it garnered turned out to be a catalyst for the passage of major changes in national awareness and
mining safety laws.
Four explosions turned the mine into a tomb, where seventy-eight of the ninety-nine
miners on duty ended up trapped inside. The initial explosion took place between 5:25 and 5:40
in the morning on November 20, 1968, and was large enough to be felt in Fairmont, almost
twelve miles away. Twenty-one miners were able to escape the mine, but those unable to escape
perished, and the bodies of nineteen of the miners were never recovered.
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Dickens, knowing the pressure in mining communities to work hard, act tough, and earn
money, spoke out against the false glorification of the profession.
We read in the paper and the radio tells
Us to raise our children to be miners as well.
Oh tell them how safe the mines are today
And to be like your daddy, bring home a big pay.

Now don't you believe them, my boy,
That story's a lie.
Remember the disaster at the Mannington mine
Where seventy-eight miners were buried alive,
Because of unsafe conditions your daddy died.

They lure you with money, it sure is a sight.
When you may never live to see the daylight
With your name among the big headlines
Like that awful disaster at the Mannington mine.
Governor Hulett C. Smith of West Virginia expressed regret at the accident, but avoided
any discussion of responsibility, reminding everyone that, after all, "Mining is a hazardous
profession." 126 This remark was used as an excuse for negligence, when, in reality, so many of
those deaths were preventable. The cause of the explosion was never determined, but it was very

126

"Farmington Mine Disaster," Times-West Virginian, November 21,
1968, http://www.wvculture.org/history/disasters/farmington02.html. Hereafter cited as
"Farmington Mine Disaster."

Landers 79
clear that the mine was not up to safety regulations. William Poundstone, executive vice
president for operations of Consolidation Coal Co., the mine's parent firm, expressed the belief
that methane was "involved" as he described the mine as "moderately gassy." 127 But, in truth,
"No. 9 was one of the nation's gassiest seams of coal." 128 The site had been cited for insufficient
rock dusting, which, "if done right, [is] the best safety procedure around." 129
The raging fires, fueled by outrageously high gas levels, made it impossible for rescue
teams to get into the mines right away. No communication could be established between the
rescue team and the miners trapped underground. Dickens commemorates their abandonment in
the lyrics of her song:
There is a grave way down in the Mannington mine
There is a grave way down in the Mannington mine.
Oh, what were their last thoughts, what were their cries
As the flames overtook them in the Mannington mine.
Those massive fires continued to burn for over a week, by which point, samples of the
underground air proved that there was no chance that anyone left in the collapsed mine could
have survived. The next day, officials sealed the mine, in an effort to reduce the fire's oxygen
supply, giving up on the miners trapped inside. Many hopes that this would end the scandal,
leaving the mind closed and the miners out of sight and out of mind, a tactic that Dickens
protests:
There's a man in a big house way up on the hill
Far, far from the shacks where the poor miners live.
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He's got plenty of money, Lord, everything's fine
And he has forgotten the Mannington mine.
Forgotten, forgotten the Mannington mine.
With the loss of those seventy-seven lives, close to 44% of that mine's entire work force
was eliminated. 130 Even leaving aside the human cost of this disaster, one would think that this
blow would negatively affect mine productivity. But the companies knew that their employee
pool was still strong; men in the area had few if any other options when it came to work. These
workers were seen as easily replaceable, and Dickens speaks directly to that arrogance in her
song:
How can God forgive you, you do know what you've done.
You've killed my husband, now you want my son.
The silver lining in this situation was that, "the explosion attracted the largest group of
out-of-town news media in years," and Dickens was involved in garnering attention, protesting
the disaster, and honoring the hurt community. 131 Dickens wrote "Mannington Mine Disaster"
upon hearing of the tragedy, and she performed it at a free concert in Farmington with a group of
other musicians. 132
Congress could not ignore the outpouring of anger and the call for change that came as a
result of the disaster. Soon after, they passed the 1969 Coal Mine Safety and Health Act,
strengthening safety standards, increasing mandatory mine inspections, and protecting the health
and safety rights of the miners.
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"They'll Never Keep Us Down"
Dickens' support ofworkers' rights and the power ofunions was made undeniably clear
with her involvement in the union movements in Harlan County, Kentucky. In the summer 1973,
the coal mining community ofthe Brookside Mine took a stand and organized a strike when the
Duke Power Company refused to recognize their union contract. The strike dragged on for nearly
a year, as the workers held out for basic demands like safer work conditions, fair labor practices,
and increased wages to match the increased cost ofliving.
The strike drew the attention offilmmaker Barbara Kopple, who ended up spending years
with the people ofHarlan County, producing an incredibly moving and realistic documentary,
Harlan County, USA, which generally followed the lives ofthe striking workers and their
families. Because ofDickens' background and her reputation, Kopple wanted her to be involved
in the film. A first for her, Dickens was commissioned to write the song that would be played at
the very end ofthe film over the closing credit, and she was told that the producers wanted a
song that would be strong, inspiring, and uniting. The song that she wrote, "They'll Never Keep
Us Down," incorporates many actual quotations from the leaders ofthe strike, strung together
with descriptions ofthe injustices miners faced at the hands oftheir rich bosses. As the film
ends, Dickens sings:
United we stand, divided we fall
For every dime they give us, a battle must be fought
So working people use your power, the key to liberty
Don't support the rich man's style ofluxury
The song is a cry for continued unity, for perseverance in the face ofa long string of
injustices. Rather that just writing a rallying cry against coal mining, or again business, or against
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scabs, Dickens wrote a moving, uplifting song that seeks to empower those who are seen as weak
or powerless.
Dickens is able to encourage people by reminding them that, regardless of what they may
have been told, their demands are completely reasonable. They need not back down when all
they had asked for is to be treated like decent human beings. Unions exist to protect the rights of
workers, and the strikers had every right to this protection:
We won't be bought, we won't be sold, to be treated right,
well that's our goal
And there ain't no way they can ever keep us down

Well we've been shot and we've beenjailed, Lord it's a sin
Women and little children stood right by the men
But we got that union contract that keeps a worker free
And they'll never shoot that union out ofme
The documentary was a great success, and Dickens' song became a battle cry for striking
workers all over, for many years to come. She was invited to sing her song over the credits when
the film debuted at the New York Film Festival, and again to perform at a special screening of
the film in Harlan Country, in front ofthe very people for whom Dickens had written the song.
This environment was much more appealing to her: "I knew they would identify with me, for I
was raised the same way, and my relatives had gone through the same struggles as they had. So
we had plenty to share and talk about." 133
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Her powerful body of work is a testament to Dickens' belief that those who have "made
it" should help out those who have yet to do so. Always proud of her roots, Dickens maintains
the strong conviction in sticking together, and working for the betterment of one's own people,
singing:
Working people get your help from your own kind
Your welfare ain't on that rich man's mind
By sticking together, Dickens assured her listeners, her people, that: "They'll never, never, never
keep us down [emphasis added]."
Her public involvement with this documentary introduced whole new audiences to
Dickens' music and her known championship of worthy causes. The film won an Academy
Award in 1976, and Dickens, having four songs on the soundtrack, definitely benefited from the
increased publicity. Dickens "began to get a lot of calls to do more and more music-typically
from grassroots organizations," where the documentary would be shown, or she would perform,
at benefit concerts for other strikes, such as the 1978 and 1979 Steams Strike in Steams,
Kentucky. 134 She was able to raise even more money and more awareness to help the cause of
struggling unions, strikes, and coal miners.

Summary
Dickens penned many songs about events, telling the stories of political corruptness or
unnoticed mining disasters, and she has continued to lend her voice and her support to occasional
benefits and labor rallies. 135 She never asks for money for these performances, because she just
feels compelled to help where she can, and she will "keep on keeping on" in this manner as long
134 Ibid.
135 Ibid,
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as she can. 136 Dickens has been living in the Washington, D.C. area for decades, yet has never
forgotten where her home lies. The people that she grew up with played a crucial role in shaping
her interests and guiding her impact as a leader, as demonstrated by a story that Dickens tells
about a particular rally.
She traveled to sing in support of Pittston miners, who went on strike in 1989 and 1990 in
protest of the reduced health care benefits for miners and their families, and happened to be sick
on the day that she was supposed to perform. Dickens arrived late, soaked by rain, and still in her
traveling clothes, and apologized for her appearance and condition, to which a wife of one of the
miners replied, "'Why, honey, you look just like us."' 137
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G: LEADERSHIP IMPACT FOR THEWORKING CLASS

Having transitioned in her life from hard times in Appalachia to the equally overlooked
challenges of urban working life, Dickens' songs deal with the social issues that disturb the
working class all over America. In many ways, her songs about these American problems are
very similar to the work of famous artists like Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, and Woody Guthrie. In
1980, Dickens released a solo album with Rounder Records titled "Hard Hitting Songs For Hard
Hit People"-the same title as the songbook that Alan Lomax spent twenty-seven years
compiling with Woody Guthrie. 138
This songbook documented nearly "two hundred American popular and protest songs,"
with the intent of chronicling the American experience and giving voice to American struggles;
in Guthrie's words, "The Songs in this book come from everywhere, just like I did. Only there
was just more and hungrier people... it's real and it's made up by folks that has had to take 'er the
hard way all their life." 139 Beginning around 1940, Lomax and Guthrie searched their memories,
drilled their friends, and scoured the country, on a mission to preserve our national heritage and
remember our fading folk traditions. Little did they know that, due to the folk music revival in
the 1960s, others would come to value this music just as highly as they did. Folk music in
American was not about to die, after all, it was about to make a glorious resurgence.
The original edition of Guthrie and Lomax's songbook includes a foreword from John
Steinbeck, and the later release benefited from an after word from Pete Seeger, half-brother of
Hazel Dickens' band mate and friend Mike Seeger, who had been involved with music
138
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transcription and editing. Around the same time as this song-collecting mission started, Lomax,
Guthrie, and Seeger were all involved in a music group called the Almanac Singers-perhaps the
fi�st major folk music act to organize and popularize protest music. The group was very
politically active, leaning heavily left, with decidedly anti-establishment, pro-Union, and
Communist-friendly songs. Their popularity waned with the changes in American political
during and after the Second World War, and the Almanacs never achieved their dream of
building a singing labor movement.
This songbook, a valuable resource, certainly made an impact oh Dickens, inspiring her
to take up the task of singing America's working-class issues. When Hazel Dickens and Ken
Irwin were brainstorming ideas for album titles for Dickens' work, they realized that "Hard
Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People" perfectly described the music on the album and the spirit of
her work, so they got permission to use it themselves. 140 That album, like the rest of her career, is
very much in line with what those men were trying to do. Her work deals with issues of unions,
poverty, the American dream, the need for and ability to change how our society functions, with
an eye towards progress and a demand for justice for all.

"Little Lenaldo"
Dickens wrote the song "Little Lenaldo" in response to an article she read in the
newspaper about the migrant workers on a particular work site in Florida. 141 Its origins and
message are similar to Woody Guthrie's song "Deportee (Plane Wreck at Los Gatos)" in that this
too is a protest song, written in response to a particular example of injustice, and intended to
honor the invisible victims while drawing attention to an overlooked social problem.
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The article that Dickens read exposed the conditions that were common for migrant
workers-the combination of long hours, poor conditions, and low pay-and mentioned one
worker in particular whose story would stick with her. A little boy names Lenaldo was only
eleven at the time the article was written, but his childhood was long over. He was forced to
work overtime to supplement his parents' income, and this snapshot of life for this particular boy
unsettled Dickens: "After I read that article, it stayed on my mind until I finally had to write a
song about it." 142
Little Lenaldo he's only eleven years old
He gets up at dawn to work in the fields all day
For a mean boss man, who'll abuse and never think twice
He's known for cheap labor and a heart that's cold as ice
Dickens knows that this distressing tale and Lenaldo's hard lifestyle was completely
avoidable-not all little boys have the same childhood experiences as this one. It is the fault of
the owner of the orchards, who paid Lenaldo five cents for every box of strawberries picked,
only to tum around and sell them for eight times as much.

143

This child should not be treated like

a slave or an animal, but the grower knew that he could take advantage of the extreme poverty
that he kept Lenando's family in, and for the sake of lining his own pockets, created a cycle of
poverty and dependence.
It is common for Dickens to sing about injustice in the workplace, and by the time she
wrote this song, in 1981, she had seen enough exploitation of the poor, vulnerable, or
underprivileged to make anyone jaded. Yet still she reacts with anger and sadness at the loss of
this boy's childhood:
142
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Little Lenaldo no time ever to run and play
Work is barely finished 'till its time to start another day
Grey-haired little children growing old before their time
Their dreams lay dying they just rotted on the vine
Somehow, it seems particularly cold to abuse a child in this way, just to pocket a little
extra money. What happens to a generation of children that grow up like this? It is both kind and
shrewd of Dickens to not set this song in any particular orchard or time; she tells this boy's story,
validating his work and standing up for his rights, without singling out any one problem site,
since these conditions were, and are, all too common among sites that employ migrant workers.
By leaving the setting open, Dickens underscores the fact that there are little Lenaldos all
over this country. They suffer not because of anything they did wrong, but because of problems
with how we work and how we run our businesses and our society. In our acceptance of these
problems, Dickens points out that we are every bit as responsible as the "mean boss man:"
How can it be we stand and just look away
Pretend not to see this man destroy a little child
In the fields of plenty starving out his time
But for chance or blessings
He could be a child of yours or mine
Dickens frustration is understandable; after WWII, migrant workers came to be seen as
an important source of cheap labor in the southwestern United States, and attempts to increase
enforcement against illegal migrants or improve conditions for transient workers was usually met
with hostility from profit-hungry growers. But things did not have to remain this dismal.
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In 1983-just two years after Dickens wrote and began performing this song-the
Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Workers Protection Act (MSPA) was passed, providing
federal labor-related standards that set specific requirements concerning wage rates, employment
contracts, transportation, and housing. 144 Once again, Dickens music and leadership is
demonstrated to be reflective of and influential in pressing social issues of her time. Because of
her activism, there are more provisions for migrant works, and, hopefully, fewer Lenaldos:
Poor little Lenaldo, poor little ragged child
Poor little child so young and so mild
Oh what's to become of him
Underpaid, underfed, he's worked like a dog everyday
Poor little child so young and so mild
Oh what's to become of him?

"Will Jesus Wash the Bloodstains From Your Hands?"

As already shown in the exploration of common country themes in Hazel Dickens'
music, this woman has a gift for writing about universals, whether these are universal struggles,
longings, and joys or, in the case of this next song, universal fears. "Will Jesus Wash the
Bloodstains From Your Hands?" is an indictment of war, an argument laid out in various parts.
Dickens opens with a verse about the impact of war, and its evitable losses, through the eyes of a
grieving mother:
I saw a gray-haired mother crying softly in her door
As she gazed upon the pathway where he'd return no more
144
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Oh Lord I'd love to hold my baby just once more
And Lord I hope I never live to see another war
Dickens has personal experience with losing a loved one to war, and one particular lost
family member was on her mind at the time she was writing this song. Her nephew had served in
the army in the early 1950s in Korea, landing him "in two major battles by the time he was
eighteen or nineteen." 145 As the lyrics her of her song convey, Dickens' nephew really was just
"a baby" at the time he went to war, and so his experiences had significant impact on his adult
psyche.
War, Dickens shows with this imagery, leaves its mark on people. Beyond the abstract
ideas of victory and loss, of faceless countries and soldiers, there are people on every side who
are forever changed because of their experiences with war. Some lose their lives, some lose their
loved ones, and others lose parts of themselves. Dickens sheds some light on this describing the
trouble her nephew had returning to "normal life" after coming home from Korea: "He was so
messed up when he returned he couldn't cope. So he took a gun and killed himself. I thought,
what a waste of human life." 146
In this song, she does not seek vengeance for his death, in any form of retaliation or
remuneration. Instead, Dickens calls attention to the root of her nephew's problems: "Wars have
far-reaching tentacles." 147 To those who offer justification based on some kind of moral high
ground for fighting, Dickens asks these questions:
Will Jesus wash the bloodstains from your hands?
Will he welcome you into that peaceful land?
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Will he forgive the killings, the wars you have planned?
Will Jesus wash the bloodstains from your hands?
This is a song that has been recorded by various artists, and even recently has sparked
many conversations on the Internet and become the subject of many heated posts, because it
points out the hypocrisy of these "morally good" wars. It is just as inflammatory and important
today as the day she wrote it, and Dickens even jokes about being worried to perform the song,
for fear of negative responses from a majority of her audience since it is an unusual topic for a
"traditional" musician. 148 With this song, Dickens shows the futility of seeking peace by using
guns, and undermines the oft-cited idea that the ends in some way can justify the means.
At the time this song was written, the United States was involved in Vietnam, ostensibly
to stop Communism from spreading to the country as it transitioned from colonization to
independence. There was a significant amount of opposition to U.S. involvement in the Vietnam
War, based on valid reasons ranging from opposition to the draft to various other moral, legal,
and pragmatic arguments against United States intervention in Southeast Asia.
Rather than taking any one position against the war for a particular personal reason,
Dickens instead attacked the fundamentally contradictory nature of this war, where the United
States was allegedly fighting to provide peace:
The bombs you've dropped, the guns you've shot, all in the name of
While the people begged for mercy, you gave them no relief
There's blood on your hands mister, you'll answer for one day
The tears you shed on that don't won't wash your sins away
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The permanence of the actions of war is not something that is pleasant to think about, but
for Dickens it was inevitable. Dickens wrote this song while Nixon was in office (sometime
during the years between 1969 andl974), but it represents her opinion of war in general, not just
in Vietnam. In her book with Bill Malone, Dickens confesses that, at the time, "I had this scary
thought, the fear that we might get into a nuclear war." 149 This fear, which so heavily influenced
her life, colored her music as well.
This concept of total devastation and global chaos is difficult for someone of my
generation to truly comprehend. Unlike Dickens, I was not alive during the only occasion of
actual nuclear warfare, near the end of World War I, or the period of uncertainty that followed.
To this day, the United States is the only nation ever to have used nuclear weapons in a war, in
1945, with the dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
In the times of conflict following this catastrophic act of war, however, there was a very
present fear that such weapons would be used again. This was a topic of great interest during the
Cold War, since the United States had set a precedent by being the first country to deploy these
kinds of weapons. Issues came to a head during the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, resulting in
major powers backing away from the idea of nuclear weapons to some extent. But that does not
mean that the possibly of nuclear warfare was ruled out for good.
With no end in sight for U.S. involvement in the war in Vietnam, and no hope of
assistance from foreign aid, Nixon, an avowed anti-communist, had to reach out to the Soviet
Union to convince them to pursue peace between North and South Vietnam. To get his point
across, in October of 1969 Nixon ordered B-52s, each "loaded with nuclear weapons hundreds of
times more powerful than the ones that had obliterated Hiroshima and Nagasaki," to race toward
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to the Soviet border at more than 500 miles per hour, at such a pace and in such close quarters
that "one unfortunate shift in the wind, or twitch of the controls, and a plane filled with up to 150
tons of fuel could crash into a plane filled with nuclear ordnance."150
Why would a leader interested in peace risk this catastrophic situation? "His hope was
that the Soviets would be so frightened of events spinning out of control that they would strong
arm Hanoi, telling the North Vietnamese to start making concessions at the negotiating table or
risk losing Soviet military support."151 The details about this event were not released until thirty
five years after the incident-a choice that reflects the delicacy and inherent secrecy of this
needlessly risky situation.
In addition the feints mentioned above, the United States government considered the use
of nuclear weapons throughout Nixon's Presidency, with evidence during his first year in office
that "advisors on his White House staff were willing to revisit the question of whether to employ
nuclear weapons in Vietnam," in the interests of meeting Nixon's goal of forcing a rapid
conclusion to the war.152 History obviously shows us that they opted not to do so, but that did not
mean that the idea of nuclear attack was out of the question. Introducing nuclear weapons into
the war was still on President Nixon's mind in 1972, as an option that "would cause fewer
civilian casualties yet make a powerful "psychological" impact on Hanoi and the Soviets."
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The potential impact that this kind of violence could have on the United States, other
countries, or the world as a whole was not really discussed, because each country tended to focus
on their own survival and advancement. Dickens condemns this tunnel vision, as well as the idea
that further of nuclear weapons would end with anything but total destruction:
Now you say we can survive a nuclear war
That you would use limits_ , you'd only go so far
Well Hiroshima's horror, we'll never forget
For bloodthirsty warriors don't know when to quit.
To Dickens, war, and especially nuclear war, simply makes no sense. With this song she
validates the opinions of those who did not support the Vietnam War, or did not support the
vilification of all Communists, or who do not support American use of military to advance an
agenda or turn a profit. War is rarely the answer to our problems, a lesson that history has been
trying to teach humans over and over. "It seems as a civilized society we should practice being a
little more civilized," she muses, "try a bit more diplomacy before we bomb each other into
oblivion." 154

"The Homeless"
While Dickens excels at telling stories about injustices that lie close to her own roots, she
has also proven her ability to telate to and advocate for other overlooked American social
problems. It seems that when Dickens notices our country failing a particular group or
population, she is compelled to draw attention to this, using her leadership to do her part to right
these wrongs.

154

Dickens and Malone, Working Girl Blues, 66.

Landers 95
When Dickens wrote "The Homeless" in 1976, this particular issue was a fast-growing
problem. Rather than thinking of homeless people as different or inferior, Dickens recognizes
that they are valuable citizens who have struggled with hard times and are slipping through the
cracks, somehow unnoticed and uncared for by our system. "It's shameful," she says, "to see so
many homeless people roaming the streets of one of the richest countries in the world," not
because these people are intrinsically shameful in any way, but because America should be
ashamed to fail its citizens in this way, forcing them to beg for handouts, "barely existing,
always living beneath their dignity, lost in the bowels of society." 155 She paints a picture with her
lyrics, showing us how our fellow Americans are treated like animals, living from hand to
mouth:
Well they're sleeping in the streets all across this nation
Anywhere they can lay their weary bodies down
Homeless and hungry they're herded like cattle
To the soup lines and the kitchens where the handouts are found
The number of homeless Americans began to increase significantly during the late 1970s,
and would continue to escalate as the economy deteriorated and funding was cut for housing and
social services. There were many other contributing factors to the increase in homelessness
such as high unemployment, the deinstitutionalization of patients from mental institutions, the
lack of career training or placement for veterans or foster children, and gentrification of cities
affecting the availability of affordable housing-yet a myth of irresponsibility surrounds the
homeless, as if they must have done something wrong to end up in such a state. This stigma
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surrounding the homeless, the idea that they have landed themselves in such dire straits through
their own choices or shortcomings, has eased the conscience of more secure Americans.
Dickens expressed her frustration with the problem of homelessness from a place of great
respect and love for America, saying, "It seems a country as rich as this could do a better job of
taking care of its own." 156 This situation is another example of how the general, removed
public's ignorance of social issues forces the poor to suffer more and more, while the rich
prosper. Homelessness in itself is a problem, but ignoring the homeless population is a failure for
which individual Americans are responsible.
Oh the crying of the dying of the people in need
How long must they suffer before you hear their plea
One crumb from your load would feed a starving soul
One little coin from your pot of gold
The lyrics of this song are poignant, highlighting the suffering of one group of people in
comparison to the wealth and comfort of another. She explains the thought process being writing
this song as being more than just a song for homeless people. That may be the headline, but the
underlying message of the song is one of dissatisfaction with the way that money and privilege
work: "We have a real crisis in this country-in denial about the homeless, the abused and
neglected children, the abused and neglected elderly, the millions of uninsured hardworking
people, the pharmaceutical industry that lines its pockets while picking ours, our doctors who
have vested interests in those companies, and our leaders who get big payoffs and let them get
away with it."
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Rather than blaming the homeless for their homelessness, Dickens points out the root of
the problem: a flawed system. She also identifies those who could aid the homeless, but choose
not to, the moneymaking benefactors of their misfortune:
Yes they're sleeping in the streets all across this nation
From every walk of life that you can name
While greedy politicians and white-collar cheaters
Are stealing and robbing hardworking people blind

Well they're made to feel so worthless no good and lazy
By a system that took away their jobs
But when it comes to sacrifice, cutbacks, and layoffs
It's never big corporations; it's the people who lose.
Dickens strips away some of the stigma of homelessness with this song, and is, as usual,
ahead of her time is this depth of perception and compassion. She identifies the varied
backgrounds of homeless people, and notes that most would rather be working, and would gladly
return to the workforce if they could, happy to put roves over their own heads and escape the
judgment of homeless life.
Boldly, Dickens points out we should not pin all the blame for this situation on the
homeless themselves, but instead fear and vilify those who are successful because of their
corruption. Though at the time that her book with Bill Malone was published in 2008, Dickens
worries that the message of"The Homeless" is "as true today as it was then," in 1976 when she
. . . .
•s1
originally wrote it, we thankfully have seen reaI change m th1s situation as we11
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Thankfully, this past summer, the Obama administration announced a plan, a
"Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing" program, with the goal of ending
homelessness in this country within ten years. 158 "The goal reflects new optimism among
academics and advocates that homelessness is not an intractable feature of urban life, as it has
sometimes seemed, but a problem that can be solved," an attitude that is well-supported by
reliable research, and one that Dickens would whole-heartedly support. 159 The complete
eradication of homelessness is, for the first time, being treated as an attainable objective.
For years, we have been treating this problem incorrectly. In the past, the general attitude
was that it was best to "first treat people for their myriad afflictions (substance abuse, say, or
illness)," assuming that once they saw they light, they would find a way out of homelessness.
But this plan was based on the incorrect assumption that all homeless people would stay housed
if they could just beat their addictions, or find the right medication. The problem of affordable
housing or insufficient jobs was never given enough weight.
Now, researchers recommend solving homelessness by getting people into houses as
quickly, easily, and affordable as possible, not just by patronizing the homeless or treating their
various conditions. The new Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing program, based on
this research, give "people suffering temporary housing crises"-which constitutes the majority
of homeless people, since long-term homelessness is actually relatively rare-"modest cash and
service support, allowing them to avoid shelters or get out of them more quickly." 160 This often
means placing people in housing units where rent is subsidized and the tenants are helped to
adjust to their new lifestyle.
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Dickens was ahead of her time in terms of recognizing homelessness as a society
problem, rather than a personal one. She spoke out in favor of the recognition of homeless people
at a time when the rapid increase in the homeless population was seen by many as disappointing,
frightening, or unavoidable, and her early advocacy of this easily marginalized group speaks to
her keep sense of justice. As someone who loves her country, Dickens knows to value each and
every American equally, regardless of popular opinion or social trends.

"America's Poor"
Hazel Dickens was personally familiar with workplace frustrations, yet also holds out
hope that more money-making companies will do right by their employees and put those
people-the valuable individuals who make up the heart as well as the manpower of a
company--over the chance to eke out a profit. When these expectations are not met, Dickens
uses song writing to point out the greed that causes this harshness, and the human impact of
choices based entirely on money.
Dickens wrote the song "America's Poor" in 2002, a year that, in business, "will be
remembered as a year to forget," but by the general public, is remembered for the frightening
slew of business and economic issues that went public during that time.
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as AOL Time Warner, Duke Energy, El Paso, Halliburton, Kmart, Tyco, WorldCom, and Xerox
under investigation as well. 162
Outraged by "all of those corporate scandals involving white-collar crooks stealing off
the very people they were getting paid to protect," Dickens used her music to speak for the
common people. 163 These invisible Americans were paying the price for the corporate greed of
others, while their needs and their work to support the economy were ignored. Her lyrics in this
song honor the poor, the working-class, those who struggle to get by, while those big businesses
lined their pockets.
Dickens knows what it means to work for a living, and therefore she can empathize with
the experience of taken advantage of; she speaks as one of America's poor in the opening of this
song:
Well you don't know my name
But you sure know my face
You've seen me a million times
In some laboring place

Although we're worlds apart
I'm in your daily plan
For I bring you fame and fortune
With my own two working hands
Dickens was especially touched by the repercussions that the impact of these corporate
scandals had on individual people. Her own niece, for example, "a loyal, decent, salt-of-the162
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earth-type person" in her late sixties, was laid off during this period, and her struggles made this
issue too personal and painful for Dickens to ignore or condone. 164 Dickens explains that the loss
of her job to a foreign market was unfortunate, but that, "What really stuck in my craw was that
they used her like a worn-out mop. They mopped up the floor with her and then threw her
away." 165 This niece had spent years working in a particular factory, working her way up the
chain of command, and was eventually put in charge of training a new group of workers. Little
did she know that she was training her own replacements.
Once they were up to speed, the company closed the factory, let Dickens' niece go, and
took their fresh young workers to a new worksite "south of the border." 166 At the time, this
woman's health was failing, and she was at an age where it would be difficult to find another job
that would support her, yet the company that she had devoted so much time and effort to still
"left her high and dry-no insurance, no retirement, no nothing." 167 Somehow, after all of her
hard work, she was left behind, forgotten:
We're America's poor
Oh yes, we're living right here
And poverty's door
It just won't hold anymore
No name or no face
We have lost our place
We fell through the cracks
Looking for the tracks
Ibid.
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Of the American dream
Worst of all, Dickens knew and could see that there was nothing unique about her niece's
story. It was just one of a million examples of insensitivity and corporate abuse of their workers'
time and trust. She gives the example of a Vietnam veteran-a familiar figure of poverty on the
streets-telling the story of a man who gave his country all he had, and is still left struggling to
survive.
There's a man on the corner
With a tin cup in his hand
Though he fought in two wars
His nightmares are still Vietnam

They gave him medals and promises
Now the streets and a shelter's his home
He just stands there in rags
With his medals and begs
And wonders what on Earth went wrong
Regardless of her personal political or her views on the war, Dickens recognizes that
people like this man, veterans who devoted entire years of their life to protecting and upholding
our country, are valuable and have been instrumental in maintaining the success of our country.
If even they can be forgotten by their country-both socially and financially-what hope is there
for the rest of us?
It seems that, in this case and other, money is more important to those in power than the
idea of respecting or valuing people. Tempted by the promise of cheap labor overseas, even Levi
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Strauss & Co., the clothing company famously based in San Francisco, cut 3,300 jobs and closed
six manufacturing plants that year, to move much of their operations outside of the United States
in order to cut costs during the difficult economic times. 168 Today, all of their clothes are made
overseas.
This is only one company's story, but it is indicative of a larger trend; companies prefer
to export their work for the sake of profit, effectively taking jobs away from the American
public, or, in Dickens' words, "leaving behind thousands upon thousands of decent hardworking
people who'd spend a good part and sometimes all their youth slaving for these money-grubbing
factory owners." 169 Dickens ends this song with predicting that further ill will come from these
companies' decisions, beyond the human impact ofjob loss:
All the factories are closing, going down where labor is cheap
And they've cheated their workers, out of pensions and their lifelong dreams
Too old to start over, they will lose everything they own
But south of the border a new factory's in order
To cheat their workers again
Dickens-as if she could foresee the later economic troubles and corporate scandals to
come in the 21st century-worries that, left unchecked, social conditions will only get
progressively worse for the working class. There are no easy solutions to these problems, but she
encourages workers to expect and to demand more for themselves. Big businesses are not on
their side, a fact that simply will not change on its own. Unfortunately for us all, "Money, power,
and greed are like incurable diseases once you become consumed by them. You can't get rid of
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them. The more you get, the more you want. The side affects are the lives they wreck. The pity is
that they leave no one behind to clean up the wreckage."170

"Lost Patterns"

In addition to speak to the larger societal issues and injustices that the working-class face,
Dickens has shed light on the everyday struggles that are present in the lives of blue-collar
people as a result of these incredible pressures at work. She wrote the song "Lost Patterns" in the
1970s to share the behind the scenes, background activity that we might find in any American
home, and counts it among "one of my favorite songs that I've written." 171
Dickens considers broken homes and broken people, the victims of more subtle social
injustice, to be just as deserving of care as victims of structural injustice, such as racism, sexism
or classism. In her trademark simple way, she creates for her listeners a scene, in which a
husband is left by his wife, a house is left deteriorating, and hope is nowhere to be found:
The worn out linoleum has lost its pattern on the kitchen floor
And the woman that used to scrub it
Turned around and walked right out the door
The oil cloth on the table she'd wiped so many times it's almost gone
And the elbows leaning on it held the head of a man that drank alone

Every now and then his empty can would shatter the silence of the
As it landed on her pretty face
Still smiling from the broken picture frame
170
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For lately since she left him, he just sits at the kitchen table drinkin' beer
Staring at that work linoleum
Trying to trace the lost patterns around his chair
Dickens sees sad scenarios like these as a waste of human effort and life; these people
could be using their non-working time to make their lives more rich, or exciting, or joyful. Since
they cannot walk away so easily from their al!-consuming stressors, the demands of their jobs
ends up negatively impacting their personal lives as well. Beyond the financial burden of
struggling to support themselves, people have to shoulder the emotional burden of shame, of
failure, of constant demands, of being treated as less than human, and these experiences cannot
be left behind at the end of a hard workday.
The lyric in the chorus summarize the concrete, emotional impact that everyday pressures
can cause:
Well it's hard luck hard times
And too many rainy days
Hard working people
Who just get by from pay to pay
Well it takes its toll upon us
We sometimes drive away the ones who care
From all the wearing and the tearing
The caring just walks right out the door
While this song highlights the abandoned husband in this particular story of working
class stresses, Dickens is not shy to share her experiences in this situation as a woman, either.
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"Working Girl Blues"

"Working Girl Blues" is one of Hazel Dickens most recognizable and requested songs, a

tune that has been taken up as an anthem by women and workers who can identify so strongly
with her story. The song is honest and true to Dickens' own story, voicing the frustration she felt
while taking inventory at work one day in 1975. 172

Despite her excellent musicianship, natural authenticity, and musical dedication, Dickens

worked a day job until she was well into her forties, holding down various positions to support
herself while she navigated her early years as a musician. She had started working at age sixteen,
and had seen the inside of plenty of factories, restaurants, and retail stores. So, by the time 1975
rolled around, Dickens had years of built up dissatisfaction at her disposal.
Pausing from her work at Old Mexico Imports, Dickens began to take stock of her hectic
life. She was being tom in a million pieces, unable to put her full energy into any activity
because her attention was always split: "I was working at a retail store in Washington in 1975
and feeling hassled about how to do my work, ride the Greyhound bus back over to my parents
some weekends so I could see after them, and then ride back so I could go to my job playing
music, get in late, get a few hours of sleep and have to get up and do my day job the next day. I
had to work, work, work, even on my day off." 173 While musing over her busy schedule, Dickens

realized that, "I wanted to be where the music was," and that was that. 174 She turned over her
work papers and started writing this song:

I've got the early Monday morning working blues
I put on my ragged wore out working shoes
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The weekend was too short but I can't choose
When the Lord made the working girl, He made the blues
The idea behind this song is familiar; certainly it is not the first country song about a hard
working person looking for a break.
This song reinforces messages that Dickens promotes across her entire body of work,
such as how unjust it is for companies to profit so much while their workers can barely make do
from week to week.
Well I'm tired of working my life away
Giving somebody else all of my pay
While they get rich on the profits that I lose
Leaving me here with the working girl blues

Yodel: I le yodel lay dee working girl blues
I can't even afford a new pair of shoes
While they can live in any old penthouse they choose
And all that I've got is the working girl blues
It is uncommon for Dickens to include actual yodeling in her music, yet in this song she
includes it in every chorus, and even ends the song with another yodel. It took her many years to
become comfortable with showcasing her mountain culture so ostentatiously, so the inclusion of
this sound, something that Dickens would have grown up with, brings her personality into the
song, and shows that she is completely comfortable and honest in the sentiments she expresses
here. Not all things can be put into words, but Dickens is able to convey a great deal of emotion
by pairing music with lyrics as well as emotive sound.
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The problem that Dickens is lamenting is not that she has to work; rather, it is that she
has to work so hard for so few rewards. It is a basic problem of justice; not a question of greed or
laziness, because she knows that the playing field between employees and powerful employers is
nowhere near equal. At the mercy of their employers, employees will work long hours for low
pay, because they simply need the job and the money too badly to fight back.
It is this workplace deception, the myth of equality and of fair compensation for hard
work, against which Dickens rallies with these lyrics:
My boss said a raise is due most any day
But I wonder will my hair be all turned gray
Before he turns that dollar loose and I get my dues
And lose a little bit of these working girl blues

Well I know there's a lot of working girls like me
Who are overworked and underpaid you see
And we all know our pocket's been picked clean
So the rich can have that all American dream!

And we're tired of working our lives away
Giving somebody else all of our pay
While they get rich on the profits that we lose
Leaving us here with the working girl blues
By changing the lyrics to be plural possessives in the last chorus, Dickens makes the song
inclusive and unifying. Rather than just bemoaning her own state, Dickens brings focus to and
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gives a voice to a whole group of people, all workers and all women. Naturally, the song is very
popular, since its complaints are so common. Dickens is flattered that the women she worked
with liked the song so much that they would request it at her shows. 175 She never meant to be
radical in writing this song, only intending to express her own feelings, concerns, and
experiences, but this song took on a life of its own.
Most of the lyrics in this song could pertain to anyone, but Dickens claims these blues as
her own by calling them "working girl blues," thereby feminizing them. Typically, when gender
is not specified in a song like this, it can be taken up and identified with by either men or women,
since male is our societal "default" or "neutral" gender. But when Dickens specifies her own
femaleness, a song like this becomes an anthem, whether or not that was her intention.
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H:LEADINGASA WOMAN,FOR WOMEN

Art forms, like folk music, that revere tradition, tend to reinforce traditional roles and
expectations in social settings as well as artistic settings. Musicians are expected to preserve
conventions while living in a modem world, and must struggle to reconcile maintaining tradition
while incorporating progress. So, women involved in folk music are typically expected to adhere
to certain gender norms as well.
With such unfriendly conditions for social change, it is astonishing that Hazel Dickens
was able to exceed stereotypical roles, attract audiences, collaborate with fellow (usually male)
musicians, and be so successful. In this section, I will briefly mention other women who were
successful in pushing the boundaries of their gender in country music, to highlight how difficult
and influential Dickens' own work has been.
I will then discuss some of Dickens' songs that deal with various gender issues, from her
appreciation of traditional roles, to her own struggle to break free from archaic expectations,
to her advocacy for and celebration of the successes of other women. The progress that
Dickens made for women in bluegrass and country music is significant, and is based on her
independent lifestyle and range of interests.

Groundbreaking Country Women
Though there are other examples of strong women in country music styles, Hazel
Dickens surpasses them in terms of her independence. She had led her own band for years, and
has never resorted to leading a "normal" female social life. She lives alone, was only married
briefly, has no children, and does not rely on glamour or her femininity for her musical
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successes. This means that Dickens had to work hard for every inch of respect and success, an
incredible accomplishment.
Women rarely performed alone in old-time music. The earliest female solo performer of
this kind of music is Roba Stanley, "the first country sweetheart," who put out a string of
recordings during a two-year stretch beginning in 1942. 176 Her song "Single Life," similar to the
Carter Family's "Single Girl," somewhat rejects the predictable role of Southern women, but
ends with her wish for "a brown-eyed boy to kiss and call me honey." Many of her songs follow
this pattern, where any potentially incendiary lyrics were moderated by either a nod to or
acquiescence to social norms. Stanley never rose to stardom; her only recordings were done
when she was fourteen to sixteen years old, and other than that she performed with her family's
band, and ended up largely giving up music when she married. 177 Her story is echoed and
expanded upon by other female country artists who followed her pattern and similarly, if slowly,
pushed social boundaries.
One of the many functions of music is to articulate and negotiate identities. We can see
this in country music, with the specific performative identities required of artists.

178

In order for

women to be a part of this performance scene, they had to play the role, either as a hillbilly or a
cowgirl. Minnie Pearl and Patsy Cline come to mind as prime examples of these powerful
stereotypes. The roles that women played in early country music were economically based; on
barn dance radio shows, and programs such as the Grand Ole Opry, these acts helped to sell
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commercials.179 In the early days of radio, these kinds of antics carried through across the
airwaves. Like Stanley, the first women to attain renown had performed within family or vocal
groups, such as Sara and Maybelle Carter, or Patsy Montana with the Prairie Ramblers.180
Carter Family songs "were crucial music models for the formation of country music
culture," old ballads, religious songs, or sad tales of personal hardships. 181 According to the most
accounts of this family band, patriarch A.P. Carter was the real "visionary genius" in the group,
but the role that the women-A.P. 's wife Sara and his brother's wife Maybelle-played in the
success of the Carter Family music cannot be stressed enough especially given their challenging
•

environment. 182
At the time of their first recording, only about five percent of records featured female
performers, and Sara and Maybelle stand out because of that fact alone. 183 But, in addition to
being some of the earliest women to be successful in the country music business, they are
memorable because of how they excelled. They did not act out "country" identities on stage or
radio, they just performed. Sara sang lead vocals on most tracks, with a voice that clearly
conveyed emotion and meaning, even with formal or archaic lyrics; Maybelle is credited with
creating what is now known as the "Carter scratch," a full-sounding, skillful flat-picking style of
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guitar playing. These talented women broke new ground for female voices in country music, but
were only able to do so because A.P. was perceived to be the group's leader.
It took time before a country girl became a musician in her own right. Rose Maddox
broke off from"The Maddox Brothers and Rose" to pursue a solo career of her own, but not
until after Kitty Wells had already attained stardom in the early 1950s. With"It Wasn't God
Who Made Honky Tonk Angels," Kitty Wells sang on behalf of disadvantaged women, as
someone who was "both a traditional and a modem woman." 184 While her music pushed the
envelope in terms of advocating for greater respect and appreciation for women's roles. Much
like Hazel Dickens, she "was steeped in tradition but became a star as an innovator." 185
Since Wells had also emerged from a family group in a sense (her husband was Johnny
Wright of"Johnny and Jack," the brother-in-law duo) then Patsy Cline could be considered the
first to be successful with neither a performing family nor husband. Her successful career and her
strong personality that helped to change our cultural idea of what women should act like. Patsy
Cline proved that female artists could compete with their male counterparts in all realms of the
music market. She was openly ambitious, pursuing her own passions, and taking charge of both
her personal and professional life in a way was not socially typically expected-or accepted-of
women in the 1950s. During a time American culture valued domesticity and sweetness over
186
professional aspirations, Patsy Cline was a bold example of an independent woman. Cline was

the first woman to be inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame, ten years after her death,
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and would be followed by other spunky women such as Minnie Pearl in 1975, Kitty Wells in
1976, and Loretta Lynn in 1988.
Loretta Lynn's career offers an example of an assertive woman who, "affirmed
traditional marriage yet required of men a new degree of direct personal attention." 187 Her often
autobiographical songs were inspiring and empowering for many women, with titles such as
"Don't Come Home A Drinkin' (with Lovin' on Your Mind)," "You Ain't Woman Enough (To
Take My Man)," "I Wanna Be Free," and more controversial songs like "Rated X" and "The
Pill." By combining progressive social messages with the "rustic sincerity" of a "Coal Miner's
Daughter," Lynn was able to share unique messages and impact culture. 188
From these examples, we can see that as far back as the 1920s, women had to embody
certain harmless roles to get ahead in music. Whether they portrayed themselves as hicks,
housewives, or harmless, these women all settled into some performance niche. Dickens has not
done so. Hazel Dickens is in many way similar to these women, but ultimately different in terms
of both her material and her personal life. Her songs range from rabble-rousing to emotionally
touching, and are representative of her experiences and her life. Since Dickens has put the
integrity and value of her music about any pursuit of commercial or financial success, she writes,
performs, and acts as she pleases.

Appreciation for Traditional Roles
There are many ways in which Dickens' leadership has advanced the status of
women, but it is only fitting to start with her roots, exploring how her songs recognize the
value and strength of women who fulfilled traditional roles, such as the women she grew up
187
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with in Appalachia. Those advocating for social progress often cast aside traditional ways of
life, without recognizing the value in them. But Dickens, with her discerning eye and holistic
understanding of social relations, is able to see the value in the roles of the homemakers, the
mothers, the abused, and others in hard positions. While she certainly wants better lives for
such women, Dickens can still value their contributions because she knows and cares for
similar women personally.

"Mama's Hand"
"Of course, in bluegrass, you're going to hear a lot of songs about mothers," but this
particular song is unique, conveying Dickens' longing for home, appreciation of her special
bond, conveying appreciation, and immortalizing her hard-working mother in song. 189 When
Hazel sings these lyrics, she tells the story of her own exodus, but also shares her mother's
hard story with her listeners, so the message is bittersweet:
I know I was leaving a lot of things that were good
But I thought I'd make a break while I still could
As I look back to wave once more
To Mama crying in the door
For me and for what the world might have in store
For she knew I'd never be her little girl no more
She was drifting back to another time
When she was young and hoped to find
A better life than what her Mama's had been
189
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And it was hard to let go of Mama's hand, my Mama's hand
"Mama's Hand" is a poignant story because of the contrast between the two
generations' experiences. Hazel Dickens was able to leave West Virginia as a young girl, to
seek a better life for herself; but her own mother however never achieved this "better l(fe" for
herself-a sad contrast. While this comparison of opportunities and life trajectories is not the
only reason that Dickens wrote this song, that particular realization would stick with her all
her life.
When Hazel Dickens left home for the first time, she was too young to support herself
on her own, so she moved to Baltimore and lived with an aunt there, although she felt like
she was forsaking her own mother by this move. Dickens recognized that her mother often
gave her special attention: "I remember sometimes when we only had one glass of milk, she
would walk the length and breadth of this long table, right by my brothers and sisters, and sit
the glass by my plate." 190 She credits this preferential treatment with the pride her mother
had from once saving this particular baby from the threat of death, but there may be more to
it than that. Dickens and her mother were allies in their household. "If she got into an
argument with my father, I always took her side."191 This support could not have gone
unnoticed or unappreciated by her mother. H.N. Dickens was a sometimes heavy-handed and
hot-tempered man, especially compared to his quiet wife, or as Dickens puts it, "He was a
very dominant man, and she was very shy," so by lending her support in these rows, Hazel
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Dickens knew she was fighting an uphill battle against the controlling force of the
household. 192
In allying herself with her mother, Dickens made the choice to give her support to the
weaker party in any argument, but made her mother's life a little bit. This support undid
some of the hurt and stress from being constantly overlooked and underappreciated. This
background information offers great insight into the lyrics of this song, making them read as
a tribute to a strong woman who had a hard life, but made the best of things for her family:
I thought of all the love she gave, thought of all the years she slaved
To try and make this run down shack a home
A dream that really dies before it was born
But she pulled us through the hardest time
And made us hold our heads up high
A gift we carry with us all our lives
For we were oh so special in Mama's eyes
Dickens recognized that her mother bore a "heavy load," fulfilling her expected role
as a hardworking Appalachian wife and mother. It was a thankless job, and not one Dickens
wanted for herself, but she still saw the value in the work that her mother did, as this song
certainly shows.

"Old Calloused Hands"

It makes sense that Dickens would write songs inspired by her family members, since

she loved them dearly, and all too many of them lived through hard times. Dickens wrote the
192
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song "Old Calloused Hands" specifically for one of her sisters, and it could not have been an
easy song to write.
Whereas "Mama's Hand" sheds light on the wonderful contributions and sacrifices
that Hazel Dickens' mother made for her family, this song expresses outrage with the fact
that her sister was not appreciated. In this song, Dickens conveys her frustration with a social
system and a culture that would treat women-mothers, wives, hard-working, unappreciated
ladies of all kinds-with so little respect:
If you don't think she'd had it hard my friend
Just take a look at where this woman's been
Take a look at her old worn-out calloused hands
Take a look at loneliness that never ends

Old calloused hands don't bring you much cheer
When they're all you've got to show for bygone years
A few kind words a love song to draw near
But her hard times didn't leave such souvenirs
Unlike Hazel Dickens, this sister did not escape from her fate as a hard-working
housewife in coal country. She had cooked and cleaned for others all of her life, and once she
became a coal miner's wife with nine children of her own, this particular sister did not have a
better home life, and was treated worse than she had been in factories or coal mines. Her
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husband openly informed her that, "she was no more than a maid to him, and that if it wasn't
for the cleaning and cooking she did, he would have thrown her out long ago." 193
She came to Hazel Dickens with the story, but would not accept offers to move in
with other family members; her husband was able to get away with this attitude because his
sacrificing wife did not want to let her children down by separating or splitting up their
family, no matter what the costs was to her own pride or stability: 194
Now she worked hard and slaved her life away
For her husband and for her family
Now she's shoved aside like some old worn-out shoe
That's her reward for all that she's been through
Seeing the way that this treatment impacted her sister, and this disrespect did more than hurt
her sister, it broke Hazel Dickens' heart.
Her tears you'll never see 'neath all that pride
And the things she long hoped for she's put aside
I look at her and Lord I wanna cry
To think how many times that woman died
"She was one of the best and move loving persons I've ever known," Hazel writes; so
she brought her sister's unfair plight to life in song, hopefully something that would function
as a warning for others, and a beacon for much-needed change, but at its most basic level,
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"This song is for her." 195 If through this song Dickens could bring more attention this one sad
story, this is positive change and progress enough.
Given these examples that lie so close to home, Dickens knew exactly what she could
expect from traditional life as a woman in a working-class family, and she deliberat�ly choose
not to resign herself to a life of children and housework. Rather, she has used her career as a way
to bring attention to and encourage change in the way that her loved ones lived. Furthermore, she
may have escaped a traditional lifestyle by pursuing her musical ambitions instead, but she still
struggled with societal pressures, heartache, and maintaining and understanding her own
independence.

Struggles with Relationship Expectations
Hazel Dickens saw, reflected in close sources like her mother and sister, what might
be expected of her of relationships, and knew that she did not want to resign herself to a life
of heartache and sacrifices. Making that choice, Dickens dealt with the unique joys and
challenges of navigating life alone. Some relationships ended painfully, and though she
endings were what Dickens wanted, she still had to deal with the consequences and loss.
These songs that she wrote helped her to cope when she felt like it would be easier to
stay in a bad relationship than struggle on her own. Hence, it is important to include these
songs about love and loss too, because they reflect formative experiences for her as a
woman, and show how Dickens continually chose to take care of and value herself, even
when it was socially unacceptable, lonely, or downright painful.
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Music can express, in socially acceptable ways, our feelings of unhappiness with society.
For Dickens, expressing her emotions in love songs can be a subversive mode of expression.
These songs carry a level of "wider unacknowledged meaning." 196 Although these hits may pass
"solely and exclusively as songs about failed and troubled romantic love relationships, they
really use the age-old troubled romance as a way to convey feelings prompted by the social and
cultural conditions in America." 197

"A Few Old Memories"
Hazel Dickens often revisits old memories in her songs, especially lingering on
stories from her childhood or stories celebrating the lives of those that she respects. But "A
Few Old Memories" is different from those other recollections, based on a distinctly sad, if
vague, journey to the past.
Just a few old memories, that slipped in through the door
Though I thought I had closed it, so tightly before
I can't understand it, why it should bother my mind
For it all belongs to another place and time

Just a few old keepsakes way back on the shelf
No they don't mean nothing, I'm surprised that they're left
Just a few old love letters, with the edges all brown
And an old faded picture, I keep turned upside down
Cecelia Tichi, High Lonesome: The American Culture of Country Music (Chapel Hill:
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Some things, Dickens implies in these lyrics, cannot be healed, and we need to take
care not to lose ourselves in old sadnesses. 198 Yet In the last verse, the lyrics suggest that,
despite out best intentions, we cannot forget the experiences that have made us hurt.
Just a few old memories, that go way back in time
Why I can hardly remember, I don't know why I'm crying
No I can't understand it, why I'm surprised at my self
First thing tomorrow morning, I'm gonna clean off that shelf199
Inevitably, we will remember painful experiences. The key to remembering without
wallowing, Dickens suggests, is to let them teach us, rather than define us. This is an
uplifting and empowering message, because blocking our hard experiences is not a good
option, whereas using them for good is.

"Scars from an Old Love"
While she cannot recall exactly when she wrote this song, Dickens vividly remembers
the situation that inspired it. She was riding the bus, perhaps in 1975 or 1976, and was
wrapped up in thinking about how the emotional damage of her divorce was still with her,
worrying that the residual issues had the potential to affect a promising new relationship with
a new man with whom Dickens had recently become involved. She wrote "Scars from an Old
Love" to try and "relieve anxieties" about her past, present and future, bravely sharing her
emotions: 200
I've held him as close as I date to go
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All his sweet has started to show
I know that I need him, but trusting is rough
For the scars from an old love haven't quite healed enough

Yes the battle is over but healing takes time
Leaving old lovers, old memories behind
I know that I love him, need him so much
But the scars from an old love haven't quite healed enough
The measured tone of this mournful song shows considerable self-control on Dickens'
part. While recognizing that matters of the heart are not entirely within our control, Dickens
has also been careful not to rush into relationships just for the sake of company, since she
knows the scars that can cause:
The battle is over and the victor has fled
Wounded and dying one lonely heart bled
Now love sounds her bugle playing love's old sweet song
While the scars from an old love haven't quite all gone
This song, with its mature attitude, shows that the lessons she learned from family
members and other loved ones with bad relationship, and her determination not to land
herself in a similar situation. Dickens was able to advocate for others, but was not blind to
the potential for exploitation or heartache in her own life, and actively avoided investing her
time in others without good reason.
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"Your Greedy Heart"
This message of self-preservation is also present in her song "Your Greedy Heart,"
written in 1980, which Dickens refers to as "another one of those 'relationship' songs that I.
wrote."201 This song is about two people who simply are not right for one another
specifically the moment when one party, having poured too much of themselves into an
unfulfilling relationship, decides to stand up for herself:
I have waited long in silence, while you realized your dreams
But you take and take and take love, never tum a hand for me
Like a teardrop in an ocean, grain of sand upon a beach
I could journey on forever to a heart that's out of reach

Oh what more can I give you than I've not already give
I have only one heart, one life to live
You take while I go wanting unmindful of your greed
One lifetime is too short to give you all that you need
Dickens, with these lyrics, gives a voice to all those who feel that it is their duty to
give and sacrifice without end. She saw this trend of unreciprocated actions constantly
playing out in the lives of her mother, her sisters, her neighbors, and her friends, and
disagreed with the culture of feminine submission that expected this kind of behavior of
women.
The walls of love have tumbled 'round me, left me standing by myself
As I search among the ruins for a trace that might be left
201
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And ifall the love I've given was just wasted on your greed
I can't stand another moment trying to satisfy your need

The flame oflove so warm and tender, could never melt your selfish

heart

The Gods oflove could all surrender, but from tears you'd never part
When a flower blooms for loving oh it needs such tender care
I have grown so tired ofreaching, for a love that's never there
While Dickens does not blame people who do fall into these patterns, this lifestyle is
not for her.-202 Believing that relationships should be based more on equality, she wrote a
song that expressed frustration with these people, without passing judgment. It shows her
growth, in that she is able to look at this relationship pattern, recognize the flaws, and avoid
it in her own life.

Rejecting Romantic Expectations
Early on, Hazel Dickens took a stand, making a clear commitment not to be
dependent on any man. She declares her independence in culturally palatable way through
her lyrics, offering an example ofa brave, alternative to other women who might need
support. Her songs also make public her dissenting opinions to a culture that tends to
homogenize and stereotype, and thus contribute to progressive cultural changes.
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"Scraps from Your Table"
Dickens wrote this "little nasty smart-alecky" song based on a personal experience of
her own, one that she saw as a common experience; the songs "Scraps from Your Table"
tells how women have to suffer because men tend to rush into affairs before they have really
closed the door on their last relationship. She chastises men for this, singing:
Scraps from your table are getting hard to take
Cold leftovers for which I wait
Crumb by crumb you give me some of what she throws away
Scraps from your table leave me hungrier each day

It's time to clean up the party's over now
After party favors leftover wine
I'm getting tired picking up the mess she makes of you
Scraps from your table I'm sending back to you
One again, Dickens displays her skillful way of taking a deeply personal situation and
writing it into a song that is widely relatable. At least Dickens was able to "get a few good
songs" out of her bad experience, whereas most women in these "messy" situations end up
cleaning up someone else's mess.203
Rather than bemoaning her lot, Dickens took her "leftovers" and turned them into a
public indictment of an unacceptable male behavior that had, somehow, become a cultural
norm:
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Cold, cold love warmed over too
Ain't good for nothing when she's done with you
I'm tired of getting handouts, standing in your line
For yesterday's bad news and leftover wine

Scraps from your table when I get my tum
Aren't sparks enough to light my fire
Much less make it bum
I'm starved out for lovin' what you never gave
Your see through lies are well disguises, but the menu's just the same
Dickens recognized that it was unacceptable for men to "bring all that baggage and
dump it in your lap and [make] you spend the bulk of your time cleaning up and tripping
over garbage that should have been cleaned up before they even started making eyes at you,"
and wrote this song to discourage others from perpetuating this selfish trend.204 She is not
shy about the fact that she herself had various serious relationships, and makes no excuses
for her choice to do so. So, Dickens knows from experience that it possible to avoid these
overlapping situations, and calls for the childish behavior to end.

"You'll Get No More of Me"
This song, Dickens claims, practically wrote itself, drawing inspiration from a poem
written Michael Drayton, "Love's Farewell," which describes the painful parting process of
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two lovers.205 The language ofthe poem grabbed at her, and Dickens found ideas coming
into her head for a new song, without her even thinking about one: "I knew I was on to
something ... it was the kind ofpoetry I'd been hoping for, and I knew instinctively that I was
experiencing a new birth, and that I would call it 'You'll Get No More ofMe."'206
During this cathartic experience, Dickens wrote:
As you go from me you want all that's left
The last shred ofpride in my heart
'Till you've wrung the last teardrop from my eyes
You won't be satisfied
Rather than just expressing frustration with this song, Dickens elects to take a stance. The
lyrics tell ofa relationship that ends because the current unequal partnership will not longer
be tolerated:
So take your cold, unloving heart
Your eyes too blinded to see
Oh you never found the door to this heart ofmine
You'll get no more ofme
With these strong words, Dickens expresses her choice not to wait on love, or relationships,
or security in her life. Instead, she vows to pick herselfup and move on with her own life:
You have wrecked my heart like a cruel winter storm
Bending my branches low
Oh your wayward heart and tortured soul
205
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Leave no memories worthy to hold

So I'll take back my heart from the willow bough
I'll hang my tears out to dry
I'll hang my head in sorrow no more
And no more tears will I cry
Given the right inspiration-as we see her the in form of an old poem-latent feelings
poured out of her, and Dickens found herself expressing former feelings and experiences in
new ways. Unlike in the original poem, she does write in any reconciliation between her
lovers at the end of the song.
Expressing her grief in the most poetic lyrics of any of her songs, Dickens is able to
stand up for herself with fresh words. This is not how a girl from Mercer County would
typically talk to an old love, but for Dickens it was an exercise that helped her transcend her
own experiences and write something that sound like a classic love song, if class love songs
were sung by strong female protagonists.

"It's Hard to Tell the Singer From the Song"

A song that Hazel Dickens wrote twenty-five years ago has since come to be

associated with her so strongly, even lending its name to the documentary celebrating her
life, that it has become an autobiographical song, in retrospect. In 1986, Dickens started to
write "It's Hard to Tell the Singer from the Song" about an abstract person who had
experienced hardships, struggled to understand relationships, and consistently pulled her life
back together to press on:
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She's lost a lot of herself that time cannot replace
Bits and pieces of herself gone, without a trace
She's been a-holding on to anything that happened to be there
All used up and forgotten and scattered everywhere

One by one her young years were gone before she knew
Wasted on some loser who was only walking through
Each time her bruised and lonely heart tried to break the fall
And gather up the pieces of a life that paid it all!
For someone with Dickens' wonderful gift for storytelling, it is not surprising that this
nameless person took on details from her own life. The voice behind these lyrics turned out
to be a strong woman who had touched many lives and who changed a great deal over the
course of her life-an accurate portrayal of Hazel Dickens herself, especially the.chorus:
Oh she is not an angel, so don't look for her wings
She's a hurtin' woman who loves the songs she sings
She learned them all the hard way on the streets of life alone
That is why it's hard to tell the singer from the song
Refusing to be characterized as either a moral beacon or a defenseless woman, Dickens
denying stereotyping, and expresses her identity as complicated, but authentic.
This is not a song that Dickens could have written at the beginning of her music
career, when she was still hesitant to veer from traditions. "It's Hard to Tell the Singer From
the Song" is an example of Dickens' mature identity as a songwriter, an unapologetic
woman, and a person engaged in social dialogue to negotiate cultural expectations.
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"My Better Years"
Because of its complicated origins, Dickens gives the song "My Better Years" a long
description in her book with Bill Malone, and she always has plenty more to say about it.
The lyrics give her listeners an example of a woman standing up for herself in an emotionally
and socially difficult situation. Dickens wrote this song shortly after when her ex-husband
came to her, asking her to get back together with him.207 Her lyrics describe the meeting not
as a scenario of great emotional turmoil, but as a case where Dickens honestly did not care to
spend her life with this man anymore:
Well you're back on my door steps a-crying
Like I cried through all those lonely years
But I can't dry your tears
It's been to long since love was here
And I've already gave you, my better years
And so the pages of life kept right on turning
They never stopped for us to harvest the years
And old embers of love keep right on dying
For there was no one to dry my tears
For someone who had only recently separated from her husband, the tone of the song
is surprisingly kind-which speaks volumes about the nature of this woman. She does not
hate her ex-husband, and does not attack him for the mistakes that she knows they made as a
couple. She leaves those problems in the past, accepting her share of the responsibility, but
remains wary of falling into the same destructive pattern as before.
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Here, she gives him an honest response, firm in her convictions and unwilling to
compromise again:
But I'll try not to blame you
I'11 try not to shame you
All I can do now is wish you well
And if you should need a friend
I'll be there 'till the end
But don't ask me to love you again

"I still cared for him in some ways," she explains, "but I could not forgive him... I felt like
he had all the control over that decision [to separate] and I had none."208 She knew that they
were through, and that she would never go down that particular road again, having wasted
much of her time on someone who let had her down. Many times she reiterates her point:
And don't come back on my doorstep a-crying
Hoping for what's been dead so long
For the embers have long turned to ashes
There's nothing here but old memories and this song
Dickens had married Joe Cohen in 1965, and when the two divorced after five years
together, she claims that the experience made her a stronger person. She was reluctant to
relinquish her newfound control over her own life, and was secure in her decision to move
on, and immerse herself in her musical pursuits. She turned him away, and remains proud of
this song, considering it one of her best pieces. Because of her strength in this situation-
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founded in a sense of her own worse, recognizing that she deserved to be treated better
Dickens went on to write more songs and change more lives.

Songs Celebrating Progress and Hope
While this is not a subject that Dickens will talk much about, she was very
responsible for helping to break the gender barrier in bluegrass music.209 If Dickens "was
ever a feminist, it was bluegrass that made her one," by seeing how men in the genre treated·
women.210 Being a woman in bluegrass when she started out was virtually unheard of-let
alone a single woman who led her own band and called all the shots-and she can recall
often being "chased around the back room of the bars," because it was assumed that "if there
was a woman at these places, they could only be there for one reason and that's not
music."211 She always held herself with dignity and in doing so earned respect and made a
place for herself in that scene.
Not a particularly outgoing person, Dickens did not advance the place of women in
bluegrass by means of her forceful personality. Actually, she very well might have been more
effective because she never deliberate tried to cause trouble, never one to ask for pity or special
favors; in the words of Rounder's Ken Irwin, "she didn't come out and say 'Look, this music
should be more open to women,' she just did it."212
It was inevitable that gender issues would arise in her work, since they were present in
her life; Dickens happened to be a woman, and this colored her life experiences and her material
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as a songwriter. Happily, she was able to use her medium, a traditional style with which people
felt comfortable, to bring her own ideological, political, social beliefs to audiences in a non
threatening way. Because of this delivery, her music had the power to transform culture,
putting a new perspective out and challenging the role and the attitudes that were expected of
women.
Dickens was not consciously trying to be a part of any women's movement, or trying
to target any market. She was just writing songs that dealt with issues that she was thinking
about or dealing with and there just so happened to be an overlap.213 The fact that Dickens
has never labeled herself as a feminist has something to do with her perceptions of extreme
women's liberation as man-hating and excessive, and something to do with the fact that she
has resisted labels as a whole throughout her career.
But mostly, Dickens has never felt as though she needed to be called a feminist to be
secure in her own values.214 She has a deep-seated sense of fairness, displayed in her
treatment of all kinds of minorities and marginalized people, and women are no exception.
Instead of claiming to identify herself as a feminist, Dickens is quick to clarify that she is just
a person "who sticks up for herself, and for others."215

"Don't Put Her Down, You Helped Put Her There"
The song "Don't Put Her Down, You Helped Put Her There" is a wonderful example
of Dickens sticking up for other people-in this case, other women-even when she does not
share or necessarily understand their background. Regardless of personal differences, at the
Ibid.
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end of the day, people are people. Dickens believes that we all deserve to be treated with
respect and compassion, and again speaks on behalf of those who are denied basic, fair
treatment.
Dickens has plenty to say about this particular song, which she wrote in the early
seventies, "when times and attitudes were very different from what they are today."216 The
stories that she tells of the "good old boys" in the bluegrass scene are downright harrowing.
At the time, Dickens was often the only female member of any band she played with, so she
had to deal with men blatantly disrespecting their band mates, wives, girlfriends, and any
other women they came across; this meant that she "got hit on all the time," and had to deal
with the subsequent tense working conditions. 217
While her own experiences with men were not always pleasant, Dickens wrote this
song with one of her sisters in mind, one whose husband would alternately charm and
mistreat her. She dedicates this song to all the women, like her own sister, "who deserved a
whole lot better than what they got!"218
You pull the string she's your plaything
You can make her or break her it's true
You abuse her, accuse her, tum around and use her
Then forsake her anytime it suits you
Dickens was familiar with how men's chauvinistic attitudes extended outside of her
own experiences in the music scene. "When they weren't flirting with me," she explains,
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"they would talk about the women they ran around with like they were dogs ... Women, to
them, tended to be either wives or whores."219
This song addresses a cultural problem, scolding men who require women to act a
certain way in order to gain attention or affection, and then tum around and chastise women
for the very behavior that they demanded of them, saying they "just don't understand/ How
a woman could tum out that way." Dickens is happy to note that there have been "some nice
changes" in men's attitudes toward women since she wrote this song, but she still feels that
the words ring true: 220 221
Well there's more to her than powder and paint
Than her peroxided bleached-out hair
If she acts that way it's 'cause you've had your day
Don't put her down, you helped put her there

She hands around playing the clown
While her soul is aching inside
She's heartbreaks child-she just lives for your smile
To build her up in a world made by men
Dickens explained the concept behind this song to her ex-husband one day, and he did
not seem to care for her position, or the strength with which Dickens has taken to expressing
and possessing herself. "I mentioned that certain types of men like to put women down, and
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they like to control them. He reacted strongly to that remark." 222 Hoping to win her back,
Cohen seemed put off by his former wife's newfound strength. Dickens, on the other hand, is
quite proud of this number.
Dickens does not condone or condemn women's behavior in this song, she just points
out that these cultural expectations did not develop on their own. By pointing out the
connection between attitudes and behaviors, she makes explicit a negative cycle that perhaps
men did not understand they were perpetuating.

"Rambling Woman"

I have discussed many examples of songs in which Dickens is struggling through her

feelings, but she wrote many other songs that make confident statements about women. This
light-hearted song, "Rambling Woman," is the female answer to all of the songs about
heartbreaking men who were not born to be tied down. Dickens claims this stereotypically
masculine attitude for herself-an unexpected position for a woman, given the assumption
that she should be eager to have a home and a family of her own-and throws it back in the
faces of men who would define or limit her:
You've been handing me a lot of sweet talk
About things you want us to do
You talk about settling down
In a dream house built for two
Well I hate to disappoint you
But I don't fit into that plan
222
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For I'm a ramblin' woman and you're a home-loving man

Yes I'm a ramblin' woman
And I hope you understand
For you know a ramblin' woman
Is no good for a home-lovin' man
The lyrics of this song, flippant though they may be, reflect Dickens' own attitude and
experiences, while also subverting and satirizing the stereotypical image of the rambling,
honky-ton man, who breaks hearts because he is too wild and independent to settle down
with any one women. Men often did not know how to deal with Dickens' spirit and ambition,
and she was loath to compromise her dreams. Instead, she sends needy suitors packing with
these lyrics:
So take all of that sweet talk
And give it to some other girl
Who'd be happy to rock your babies
And live in your kind of world
For I'm a different kind of woman
Got a different set of plans
And you know a ramblin' woman
Is no good for a home-lovin' man
She recognizes that the wandering instinct is not constant, but for her it has been
dominant: "Part of me identifies with the rambling impulse, and another part would like to
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have had a home-loving man, except when I want to hit the road."223 Dickens knew that her
chosen lifestyle was too much for home-lovin' men to handle, but decided that she would be
happier roaming alone than unhappily tied down.

"Pretty Bird"

In 1972, the second wave of the women's movement was interested in professional and
educational equality, and Hazel Dickens found herself wondering how to protect her own
freedoms. The song "Pretty Bird" offers one option: "to fly away at any given moment and be
free" of stressful obligations.224 Hazel Dickens, never one to tie herself down or allow herself to
be neatly defined, sought to express her socials longings in this song, explaining that she just
wanted to soar above conflicts and entanglements and worry about her own freedom:
Fly away little pretty bird
Fly fly away, fly away little pretty bird
And pretty you'll always stay
Dickens wrote this song from a place of frustration after her divorce, when she was not
sure whether she wanted to be a liberated woman or a traditional one.225 To use her words,
Dickens says: "I was still a somewhat backwoodsy little girl still partially tied to the old ideas
and constraints. But another part of me very much needed to be free of them so I could enjoy my
new life and freedom."226
I see in your eyes a promise
Your own tender love you'll bring
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But fly away little pretty bird
Cold runneth the spring

Love's own tender flames warm this meeting
And love's tender song you sing
But fly away little pretty bird
And pretty you'll always stay
Ken Irwin refers to this song as "ahead of its time" for the women's movement.227 It was
not aggressive, controversial, or shocking, as would be more indicative of the feminist movement
during this time period, but it was quietly powerful in a very unique way:
I cannot make you no promise
Love is such a delicate thing
Fly away little pretty bird
For he'd only clip your wings

Fly far beyond the dark mountains
To where you'll be free evermore
Fly away little pretty bird
Where the cold winter winds don't blow
Dickens, wise beyond her years because of her hard life and short marriage, suggests here
that those who wish to preserve their freedoms would do well to avoid entanglements-and that

227

Irwin, January 7, 2011.

Landers141
is exactly what she did herself. Taking her own advice, Dickens was free to pursue her own
dreams, and has been a wonderfully powerful artists and leader because of it.

"Coal Mining Woman"

Her advocacy for women extended beyond individuals, though, into organized groups

who were not being adequately supported. Though her work for unions, strikers, and coal
miners was one of the thematic mainstays of her work, Hazel Dickens did not hesitate to
criticize the community of (male) coal miners for their exclusion of women. Using simpler
language than we see in her more poetic lyrics, Dickens writes from the point of view of a
woman in coal country who wants to be allowed to campaign for working rights, along with
the men of her community:
I got the woman coal miners blues
And just like you I've got the right to choose
A job with decent pay a better chance to make my way
And if you can't stand by me don't stand in my way

Well we had the babies kept the home fires burning bright
Walked the picket line in the thickest of the fight
Yes we helped you open doors and we can help you open more
If you can't stand by me don't stand in my way

I'm entitled to work a job that is free
From intimidations that are forced on me
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From men who are out of line out of step with time
If you can't stand by be don't stand in my way
Dickens' advocacy comes from a very rational place. She recognizes that, as a culture,
we should be ready to treat women as equals, and that, as unions, there is more power when who
families are united behind a cause. Women wanted better conditions, better pay, and better
treatment just as the men did, so men were protesting women's involvement with unions,
pickets, and the like out of close-mindedness and prejudice.
Now union brothers don't you think the time is right
That we stick together and unite
Some better seeds to sow and help this union grow
And if you stand by me I'll surely stand by you

We must work together to change the things that's wrong
For better conditions we've waited much too long
Health and safety have to be a first priority
And the change can only come through you and me
One of Dickens' greatest strengths as a leader is the way that she has kept an open mind,
and did not shirk from criticizing or praising any group. In this song, she reminds coal mining
men that their women have supported them, and that it would greatly benefit them to include
those women in their conversations and plans, not just their homes.
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"Freedom's Disciple"

As an adult, Dickens did not draw her leadership, her strength or her morals from the
Primitive Baptist Church in which she grew up, or from what she saw in politics, or any
other indoctrinating force. She has trusted her own reasoning, emulating and learning from
the examples of the people who she considers to be moral and good. By basing her
leadership off of these worldly examples, Dickens chose her own and values and was able to
stick by them throughout her life, remaining faithful to them because of their personal
significant and resonance.
In particular, Dickens reveres leaders such as Sarah Ogan Gunning, Nimrod
Workman, and Florence Reece, all Appalachian folk musicians who lived in and wrote about
life in coal communities: "They're the kind of people I look to when I need faith by my
side."228
Your face reads like a history book, all lined with worried years
It tells of the road that you have paved, with sacrifice and tears
The hard times have marked you with scars of the past
You are freedom's disciple for the working class

Yes you are freedom's disciple my courage and my pride
It's you that I look to when I need faith by my side
It's you that I worship and not some idol pawn
It's your book of life I read from for the strength to carry on
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So now we are walking on the roads, 'cause you spilled your blood and tears
Yes we've been walking in your tracks-you footsteps for years
For all the hurts you've suffered, well we won't let you down
We will die to protect the freedom that you found

Yes freedom's a little bit closer, because you stood your ground
You didn't run when they took their guns and tried to mow you down
Without you the union would be a thing ofthe past
For you are freedom's disciple for the working class
Her dogged pursuit ofsocial justice, and greater awareness ofthe existing, overlooked
injustices, is admirable. But, to Dickens, it is just a small way ofsupporting those working-class
heroes. In her own words, Dickens explains that "I couldn't help but think how the rest of us in
society will benefit from their sacrifices, directly or indirectly, and what a small contribution
most ofus ever actually make to take a stand against the evils ofinjustice."229 What Dickens has
yet to realize is that this song applies just well to her own leadership. Like her heroes,
Dickens paved the way for a better for future-for women in bluegrass, for unions, for
grassroots activists, for cultural changes, and more.
Her advocacy in this field, as in all others, comes from a place of personal truth and
conviction, rather than a devotion to a perceived cause or movement. That has grounded her,
and makes her music stand the test oftime. She tells stories with no political or social
agenda, seeking just to share her stories and her ideas of justice, and with this simplicity and
honesty, she has been able to influence culture.
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I: CONCLUSIONS

Hazel Dickens' music takes a stand, speaking up on behalf of all people who are forced
to live "beneath their dignity. "230 Her steadfastness and consistent values made her an ethical
example, as well. From the viewpoint of her fans and followers, this kind of commitment and
integrity lends legitimacy to her causes and to the body of her work, and sets a powerful exru_nple
for other leaders, grassroots movements, activists, and scholars alike.
Dickens is a fascinating example of a leader whose life and work are inextricably
intertwined. She has always lived simply and humble, not abusing her periods of popularity or
forcing her way into the public eye. Because of her humility, she is a role model for musicians
today, who do not necessarily recognize or use the power that they have to influence people and
social change. Since the political power of movement music exists outside of mainstream
politics, we can see the impact that socially responsible musicians could have to encourage social
change to this day.231 By lending her support to documentaries and protests that raised awareness
of union advantages and the plight of the American coal miners, for example, the country
became aware of these problems. Using the power of music in a selfless, positive, powerful way
is unusual in our age of idolized pop stars, and this examination of non-celebrity artistic
leadership offers an alternative.
Though her name is still not well known, Hazel Dickens has had quite an impact in this
country, in terms of both her social activism and her sphere of musical influence. Through her
songs, we hear the stories of the causes that she has supported, from women's rights to working-
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class justice.232 She is respected for her contributions to the music world-bluegrass and country
artists today, especially women, are indebted to her example. Artists still emulate her modem use
of old-time techniques, both in singing and instrumentation, as well as her excellent songwriting.
Music has the power to mediate and transcend social boundaries, and Hazel Dickens has
used her art effectively to encourage positive change during turbulent times in our history. As the
title her songs, and the documentary on Dickens notes, it often is "hard to tell the singer from the
song," since Dickens' life and music are so indivisible.
By sharing her experiences and opinions, Dickens challenges the status quo, encouraging
her listeners to rethink norms, expectations, and cultural assumptions. She was born into poverty
and worked hard her whole life, not in pursuit of worldly gains, but in order to have the
opportunities both to make the music she loved and to advocate for others. She has lived through
hard times and faced obstacles in her career as well as her personal life, but her perseverance
contributed to positive changes in our national music and national culture. Because, after all,
"human history is not in the end about the received circumstances into which people are born,
but about what we do with those circumstances."233
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